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Paper Castles 


written by hazy 


He never really understands why he took the job. 


It could’ve been anything; from feeling like he wasn't doing enough, 
despite being a full time underground hero, to simple boredom. It’s 
not something he dwells on. 


“| think a change would do you good!” Nedzu had said to him. It was 
at a reunion Mic dragged him to, and Aizawa didn’t think before 
taking up the offer. That’s just what you do with Nedzu. 


He knows he was pretty unsatisfied before the job. Hell, afterwards, 
too. He doesn’t know what Nedzu had been thinking when he 
proposed the idea, but it couldn’t have been anything good. It helped 
to have Mic and Midnight with him, though there was little he wanted 
to learn from the way they taught — you can’t just copy something 
and expect it to work out. You watch and you learn, you try and you 
master it, and that is something Aizawa can teach. 


He makes a fool of himself with his first class. 


They’re young and overconfident, which could’ve been his one saving 


grace if he weren't just as cocky, and they bring the worst out of each 
other for the first two months of his new side-job before Aizawa hands 


in his resignation. 

Nedzu, predictably, refuses it. 

“V'm afraid | can’t allow that.” 

Aizawa’s eye twitches. “You can’t turn down a resignation.” 

“And you can’t hand it this time of the year,’ Nedzu points out. “Not to 
mention you've completely ignored the month's notice rule. This won't 
be immediately effective.” 

“This is an emergency,’ Aizawa lies bluntly. 

He doesn’t need to be here. He knows there’s a fuck-knows-how-long 
list of substitutes somewhere in this office. He knows he got bumped 
up — if he was ever even on the list in the first place; it’s not like he put 
his own name on it. The long list of people who actually qualified for 
this position. 

“Aizawa-kun,’ Nedzu sighs. “Sit.” 

He does. He can doze until Nedzu’s done with whatever lecture he’s 
about to pull out of his sleeve, and immediately go back to doing 
what he’s good at; staying under both ground and cover, avoiding 


cameras and Nedzu alike. 


Except: 


“| didn’t hire you because | thought you would be a good teacher,’ 
Nedzu confesses. 


It’s clear and it’s to the point, and though Aizawa’s trying to leave this 
place, trying to provide reasons and excuse to do so, he still acutely 
feels the sullen twist in his gut, and ignores it. 


“| hired you because | thought it would do you some good.’ 


It’s a bit of a lie, Aizawa knows. Nedzu never really does anything 
unless his calculations on a decision are 98.6% in the positive. But that 
still leaves a 1.4% leeway for error, and Nedzu is far from perfect. 


“Because | believed that you could put yourself in a position that is 
bigger than just you — a position that you could use to help future 
heroes grow into people that the public would want as heroes. It was 
never just about you.” 


He doesn’t know what to say to that. 


It’s true, Aizawa thinks more of what he can or can’t do; less of what 
he could be doing. It’s always improve, fix, do better, into what 
already exists without delving into what had gone wrong in the first 
place, into starting over. Nedzu watches him silently, not quite waiting 
on an answer, but expecting it nonetheless. 


He could walk away right now and Nedzu would let him. 
Aizawa takes the letter on the desk and doesn’t look back. 


And so he tries. Finds a way around it. Expels any student who doesn’t 
give it their fucking all, and becomes the educational devil that 
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students refuse to approach. He doesn’t mind it. Maybe even basks 
in it, sometimes. In his own way, he’s doing them all massive favours 
by ridding the weak; not every student who graduates from a hero 
school actually goes on to be one, and all of his fit into that category. 


“You can’t possibly know that from just a day with them,’ Mic 
complains the first time Aizawa expels his entire class. 


He’d done it slowly, over the course of a week, hoping against hope 
that one of them would straighten up instead of cowering behind the 
excuse of having a quirk. Mic, too, has his own share of students who 
aren't going to pursue their current choice of career; Aizawa caught 
one of his students last week, staring far too long at the sports section 
in the Timeline magazine, and didn’t tell Mic. 


It goes on like that, for a while. He expels his new class altogether on 
the third day, the one after that on the first, the next within the day, 
and it continues for three years. 


And then he gets this class. 
Maybe he’s already getting senile. 


Every single one of these students meets his expectations: 

cocky, overconfident after the entrance exams, and nothing of 
extraordinaire. They don’t think he’s going to expel them. If this were 
any other class, he’d have kicked them out on the spot — a quick 
glance at the new students is more than enough. 


He’s not allowed to do that, though. Nedzu provided a failsafe 
this time: the recommended students. Yuuei can’t risk the brunt of 
accusations that would follow after expelling two invited students, nor 
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the horror of expelling everyone but the invites. 

Nedzu seems to have reduced the margin of error this year, or taken 
the largest gamble of his life. Aizawa doesn’t mind. He knows where 
to find the loopholes he needs; it just takes a bit. 

When all the students, from the recommended to the last ranked, 
take at face value that he will expel them if they fail to impress, and 
proceed to go beyond his measly expectancies — he keeps his hopes 


low. 


A gamble’s still a gamble. 


Aizawa doesn’t have much of a funny bone. 
That's not to say he doesn’t get humour at all; it just has to be funny. 


“You know,’ Ashido says from inside the classroom. “I remember 
hearing Sensei was famous for expelling students!” 


“He hasn't done that with us, though. Though | was so sure he was 
going to kick me out that first day when | broke my fingers...’ 


“Maybe he should’ve,’ Bakugou snorts. 
They’re quiet when he enters. Aizawa’s used to hearing that kind of 


gossip, though it feels almost strange now. Probably because he’s 
never— 
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There’s an apple on his desk. 


It’s average-sized, clean and gleaming, placed neatly in front of his 
books, casting a small, round shadow on his desk. It’s red, with a fade 
of yellow he can barely see from this angle. 


The class watches, hushed. 


He takes his place, starts class as usual, and doesn’t acknowledge it. 
The quiet clap of a high-five sound amidst the whispers. 


“Five laps after class, Kaminari,’ he says without glancing up. It’s 
normal. Children pull shit all the time. Kaminari’s not the one to have 
placed the apple judging by his groan, but there’s too many sparkling 
eyes gazing between him and the damn fruit for him to know. 


It’s harmless. 
But he’s not trying to encourage it, either. 


Between the second where everyone’s looking down at their tests and 
the next, the apple is gone. The way the sparkles dull doesn’t affect 
him. 


It’s what Aizawa keeps telling himself until the day is over and the 
classroom is finally empty. He reaches down and pulls open the 


drawer and stares. 


The only reason Aizawa bites into the apple at all is because he hasn't 
had anything since last night, and not because of— any other possible 
reason. It’s sustenance. That’s alll it is. 


Or so he tells himself. 


There’s another apple the next day. Similar in hue to the last one, the 
remains of which are still somewhere in the classroom’s trash bin. 
There’s another next to it. A deep red, more angular than round, and 
his students have collectively paused in their breathing to see what he 
does. 


Is this a fucking joke, he wants to say to the them. lida and Midoriya 
are both vibrating in their seats, eyes bigger than golf balls, and 
Yaoyorozu looks like she regrets not having come up with the idea of— 
it. Whatever it, this, is. 


He continues on like normal. Doesn't acknowledge it, sweeps them 
into the drawer when no one is looking, and moves on. 


There’s two apple cores buried deep in the trash at the end of the 
day. 


It predictably doesn’t stop. 
Gradually, it goes from just two apples a day to a dozen. There starts 
to be a variety. One of the kids throws in an orange, and the day after 


that there’s a couple peaches, followed by a pear. 


It’s a soft pear. 


Aizawa would understand this kind of attention for Toshinori. Nemuri 
or Nedzu, hell, Hizashi even. The desk drawer can’t fit it all anymore. 
He takes them to the teacher’s lounge. 


“Aizawa-kun,’ Toshinori hacks out. “Those— they seem very good, are 
you sure you want to share?” 


“Just take them off my hands.” Aizawa refuses to resort to begging. 


There’s more fruits than he knows to do with and why— why is it fruits, 
anyway? Why not vegetables? 


If he voices that thought out loud though, even here, it’s bound to 
reach his students. He keeps his mouth shut. What the hell would he 
do with vegetables? Cook them? 

“They just like you, y'know?” Mic crunches into an apple. 


Aizawa— 


Can't say he doesn’t feel the same. 


“Sensei, we can help you with that!” 
“Smoking is bad for you, Sensei!” 


“Sensei, have you ever met a penguin?” 


“Sensei— are you smiling—” “Five laps.” “Sensei, wait, no—” 


\G 


“Happy birthday Sensei!” 


Been 


“ 


“You've changed,” Nedzu says, standing on a chair to be at eye level 
with him. Aizawa pauses in his paper-grading. 


“How so.” 
Nedzu hops off, grinning. 


“That's for you to find out, Aizawa-kun!” 


The school’s become a temporary hospital. Nedzu wants to keep 
everyone where he knows they'll be while he hashes things out with 
the government, so the teachers and students and staff stay put 
under Vlad’s watchful gaze. 


He doesn’t expect US} to happen. None of them do. They're reeling 
from it, and the only time Nedzu’s actually shown his face was for 
the public interview before he disappeared into whatever hole he’s 
deemed his own. 


“You’ve changed,” he'd said again, beaming at his bed-bound ex- 
student. 


“Sensei!” 


He’s still getting used to hearing that in a voice that isn’t tension- 
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strung. 


“Sensei you're okay!” 


Six out of twenty students immediately burst into tears, half of the rest 
quickly on their way to following. 


Midoriya’s trying to say something between his garbles, hands 
hovering above Aizawa’s bandaged elbow. Most of him is in wraps 
than not, but he can spy the rest balking at his injuries, and Aizawa for 
once doesn’t think anything along the lines of this is just how life is as 
a hero, or something reprimanding. 

He says, “I’m fine.” 


“Thank you for protecting us, Sensei!” they chorus through their sobs. 


“Yeah, yeah.” He settles back into the sheets. One of them shoves a 
basket onto the bed. 


“He can’t eat solids for a bit,” Recovery Girl informs, just a touch dry. 


“We can make smoothies!” Momo cries, and cheers follow the 
suggestion. 


Guess retirement can wait til after | see these punks through, Aizawa 
thinks, smile tugging at his lips. 


Not like they can see it, anyway. 
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written by bras h 


There are a lot of words that could describe Mina Ashido. Smart, for 
one. Not so much in the academic sense, but rather in a people sense. 
People like her, and for good reason. Her charm appears so natural 
and effortless on her part. Actually, sometimes it seems as though she 
doesn’t even realise that her smile can light up a room or that her sheer 
presence lifts the mood of an entire class. 


Pretty is another. There’s no doubt at all that Mina has admirers all 
across the school. It’s apparent in the way wide eyes follow her down 
the corridors during lunch or how boys and girls alike hang off her 
every word, laugh at her every joke. If she flashes a smile, the receiver 
would count their lucky stars. Mina, of course, is unaware. 


Mina is also confident. The stuff oozes off of her in lines of silver and 
gold, smothering every word she says in faith and conviction. Some 
students say they can see a glowing aura surrounding the outline of 
her entire body. They say it shines out like the Sun lies beneath her skin, 
powering her casual enthusiasm and vigour. Everything Mina says and 
does feels important, meaningful, and full of purpose. Mina is not a 
reckless person, but her sense of judgement could challenge that of a 
fully fledged pro-hero; a trait to be envied by any aspiring hero. 


Ze 


At least that’s what Eijirou believes. He can’t stop thinking about it. That 
incident from only a few days prior. It haunts him, clouding his mind 
black and grey. It seizes his mind with a fierce grip and he just knows it 
won't let go anytime soon. 


Mina had thrown herself between some of her classmates and a 
rogue, unnamed villain. Trapped underneath the ledge of a window 
and the villain’s gigantuan body, Mina had jumped into action without 
hesitation. She had yelled at the villain with a voice made of solid steel. 
Eijirou had been at the end of the same street; he hadn’t heard what 
she’d said. He didn’t really need to. All he needed to know was that she 
was moving, breathing, fighting. He was frozen. 


Tomo swings precariously in his chair, one foot pressed against the 
desk in front of him. “You wanna quit being a hero? But isn’t that, like, 
your biggest dream?” 


“It was,” Eijirou sighs, shoving away his untouched bento. 


There’s a pause while Tomo eats. Eijirou leans back into his chair and 
looks out the window. Down in the courtyard, Mina laughs along with 
the other students as she falls and loses at hopscotch. Within moments, 
dozens of hands reach out for her. Momentarily overwhelmed, Mina 
shakes away each hand. 


“You're always staring at her,’ Tomo notes, mouth full of sticky rice. “You 
got a crush or something?” 


Eijirou jolts up. “Huh?” 


Tomo gestures to the window. “Ashido,’ he says. “During classes and 
stuff. You’re always staring.” 


“Well yeah.” Eijirou huffs into the palm of his hand. “She’s everything I’m 
not... People like her are the ones who should be heroes.” 


Tomo lets the legs of his seat fall to the floor. He lifts an eyebrow, tilting 
his head to the side. After a moment of looking at Eijirou like his head 
grew legs, he stands up and peers out of the window over Eijirou’s 
shoulder. 


“If you want to give up on being a hero, then so be it,” he says. “But 
you're not her.’ 


Eijirou sighs. “That’s exactly the problem.” 


When Mina walks into her classroom that morning, her usual smile 
upon her face, there’s a spring in her step. She loves coming to school; 
it was a different world. Her backpack is heavy, but after unloading into 
her locker, the weight subsides. The teacher greets her warmly, as do 
her friends. The classes pass by in a blur and Mina learns nothing. 


With mid-year exams around the corner, like every student, Mina is 
stressed. Her friends complain and whine to her during lunch and she 
tells them not to worry, that their grades don’t define their worth. She 
wears a confident grin. It makes her friends feel better. She knows 
because they smiled, too. 
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It's okay to be 
scared, yOu 
knowr 


Nobody can 
hold that 


against you. 


Mina’s chopsticks scratch against her rice bowl. She wishes she'd 
grabbed herself a sweater before coming to the table because the 
temperature had dropped significantly as it normally does. By now she 
should remember to wear one, but her mind is always preoccupied 
between arriving home and being called down to eat. She bites her 
cheek, thinking of her homework still tucked away inside her backpack 
and her uniform discarded thoughtlessly on the floor of her bedroom. 


“Mom? Dad?” Mina stares at her bowl. “Can | ask you something?” 


It takes a second for Mina’s nervous question to carry across the table. 
Her dad notices first, laying his chopsticks on the table. Only then does 
her mom realise something has been said and follows suit. 


“What's wrong?” her dad asks. “Did something happen at school?” 


Mina nods, then shakes her head. She gives a sigh and bites her lip. “l 
don’t really know...” she trails off. “I’m scared.’ 


“Scared of what, honey?” Her mom reaches across the table and places 
her hand over Mina’s. 


Everything,” she says. “I’m scared of everything.’ She inhales. “I’m 
scared of becoming a hero. |’m scared of messing up. I’m scared of 
people finding out that I’m scared.” 


Mina’s mom shifts her grip to hold her daughter’s hands in her own. 
She gives Mina a smile, tracing a finger over her knuckles. A comforting 
warmth trickles through her hand. Mina looks up, noticing her mother’s 
gentle smile and her father’s caring gaze. 


“It’s okay to be scared, you know?” her father says. “Nobody can hold 
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that against you. It’s perfectly normal. What matters is how you deal 
with it. You can’t let fear control you.” 


“Your father’s right, honey,’ her mother says. “So long as you 
acknowledge and fight your fears, then having them is just another 
part of being alive.” 


Mina nods. “Yeah,” she murmurs. “| guess you’re right.” 


Her mother pulls back and Mina feels her hand grow cold. 


“I’m sorry for not stepping in to save you! | saw what was happening, 
but... | froze in fear. Please forgive me!” 


Mina shoots a look over her shoulder. Behind her, her two friends stand 
in bewilderment at the craned back of a student. They glance between 
each other and share a grimace. Mina, intrigued, lowers her arms from 
her locker and watches. 


“|— Who are you?” one of her friends asks. 


“He’s from class three-one,” the other replies in a whisper. “I think.’ 


“Right, uh, well, don’t worry about it,’ the first continues. “Anyone 
would’ve been just as scared. Mina’s totally the exception.” 


The exception. Mina tells herself she’s no exception at all. It’s all a 
facade. This boy — who, Mina later finds out, is called Kirishima Eijirou 
— has more guts than she could ever hope to have. 
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To admit so blatantly, so publicly, the fear Mina could only manage to 
admit to her parents at the dinner table shows more bravery than any 
act of false courage Mina has ever committed. She sighs, closing her 
locker and heading to class with her friends. They talk. 


“Wasn't that kid a little strange?” 
“Yeah, | mean, he didn’t need to apologise.” 
“Not everyone can be like you, right, Mina?” 


They’re laughing, so Mina laughs a little, too. “I guess,’ she says. “But, 
really, people should be thankful to not be like me. | think he’s brave.” 


“Brave?” 
“But he ran away.’ 


“Sometimes—’ Mina takes a deep breath, “we find it easier to pretend 
to be strong than to admit we are weak because nobody likes to be 
weak. | always pretend, he has true courage. He’s not afraid of being 
afraid, which makes him honest. So yeah, | think he’s brave. People 
should be more like him.” 


Mina’s friends share a concerned look, but neither offer any sort of 


comment. Instead, the trio walk the remainder of the way to class in 
silence, pondering Mina’s words. 
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“l’ve never seen a high school debut quite like this!” Mina exclaims. “You 
have a crisis or something?” 


Eijirou stands frozen in place, face slackened in surprise at Mina’s 
sudden appearance behind him. She points between her horns and 
Eijirou’s gelled, spikey, red hair, laughing as she calls them twins. Eijirou 
profusely disagrees, dodging Mina’s attempts at touching his freshly 
styled hair. 


“We're not so different!” she laughs. “So what’s the story with you, then, 
huh?” 


“| decided that | don’t want to regret not taking action ever again,” 
Eijirou answers, face stern. “I’m letting go of my old self!” 


Eijirou doesn’t know what to think about the inquisitive glare Mina 


serves, but after a moment, she smiles. 


“You really are hard on yourself, huh?” 


Eijirou nods solemnly. The regret of inaction still sits deeply with him. No 
Crimson Riot speech or DIY hair dye job will change that. Unprovoked, 
Mina starts punching his arm. He yelps even though it doesn’t hurt, his 
quirk reflexively defending him. 


“What the Hell!” he exclaims, rubbing his shoulder. “What was that for?” 
“It’s okay to be gloomy sometimes,” Mina says. “But how are you gonna 
let your old self go if you keep dwelling in the past?” She giggles cutely, 
giving Eijirou’s shoulder another, lighter punch. “When you’ve really let 
it go, tell me, ‘kay? We can bond!” 


Eijirou gives a small smile. “Thank you, Ashido.’ 
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|’ 


“No, thank you, Kirishima 


As Mina walks away, a spring in her step, he can’t help but feel that 
maybe they aren't so different after all. We can bond. They don’t sound 
like words a fearless, confident, and strong person like Mina would tell 
him. It’s nothing. Just do it. It'll be fine. That’s what he’d expect to hear. 
Yet she had said, “We can bond.” 


What Mina thanked him for, Eijirou never knows. He finds he doesn't 
need to. Eijirou exhales, breathing in the air outside his new high school, 
and follows after Mina to class. 


Teamwork 
makes the 
dream work. 


Night Drift 


written by dama 
collab art by zanna 


“Wait, wait, wait. Wait wait wait wait.” Hanta puts his manga down. 
Closes his eyes and presses his hands together in front of his mouth. 
Takes a breath. Opens his eyes. “Never?” 

Todoroki rolls his shoulder in a half-shrug. “Is it really so unusual?” 


“Like none? Ever?” 


“That's typically what ‘never’ means, as far as | understand.” Todoroki 
huffs through his nose. “I’m sure I’m not the only one.’ 


“No, dude.” Hanta shakes his head, pushing up to stand. “Allow me to 
illustrate my point.” 


He opens the door of his room beckons for Todoroki to follow. 


Down in the common room, he cups his hands around his mouth and 
asks, “Who here has played a video game before?” 


Kirishima, Kaminari, and Ashido, who are currently seated on the floor 
in front of the TV playing Smash Brothers, shout out a chorus of “Yo!"s 
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without turning around. 


“Racing games were vital to the development of my reaction 
speed before | gained full mastery of my quirk at high velocity,” lida 
starts. “Research suggests that video games can lead to improved 
coordination and reflex—” 


Hanta stops listening. 


Kouda holds up his Switch, revealing a nicely developed island in 
Animal Crossing. 


“What are your turnip prices?” Uraraka calls from the kitchen. 


“| don’t play much,” Yaoyorozu says, tentatively. “But | enjoy 
atmospheric puzzle games.” 


That tracks. 


Tokoyami, and — more surprisingly — Ojirou, of all people, play horror 
games together. Supposedly they also have a Twitch stream, which 
he will definitely be tracking down at some point. Satou, Shouji, 
Hagakure, and Tsuyu run a Minecraft server. Aoyama lifts his hair to 
reveal a pair of Triforce earrings. Midoriya has apparently 100%ed 
Hollow Knight. Because of course he has. Dude can’t do anything 
without wholly hurling himself into it. 


“| can’t really do it anymore, though,’ Midoriya adds, flexing his 
messed-up hand. 


Shit, that sucks. Hanta grimaces. 
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“Hey man,’ Jirou says, nodding at Midoriya. “|’ve been meaning to 
play through Celeste. We could trade off whenever your hand starts 
hurting, if you want.’ 


Midoriya brightens. “That sounds great, Jirou! Thanks!” 


Bakugou has been pointedly ignoring the conversation while 
chopping vegetables. 


“| bet Bakugou sucks at video games,” Hanta says, just loud enough. 


He rises to the bait. Obviously. “Loser, |’ll smoke you at League any 


|! 


day of the week 


Pfft. He must be a joy to have as a teammate. Hanta doesn’t bother 
suppressing a grin. 


“See?” He tilts his head and raises an eyebrow at Todoroki, who is 
frowning down at the floor. 


“Wait, Todoroki—” Midoriya’s eyes are wide. “Have you never played a 
video game?” 


Todoroki nods, and chaos erupts. 


It had been completely unproductive and overwhelming to have 
everyone shouting their game recommendations at Todoroki all 

at once. Hanta had gotten everyone to agree to send him one 
suggestion each, with the promise to get Todoroki set up to try them. 
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Fighting games are an immediate bust, with Todoroki wrinkling his 
nose within the first ten minutes of playing. 


“Why would | want to play something like this?” he asks, brow 
furrowed. “We spend every day training to fight.” 


Hanta purses his lips. It’s a fair point. 


They try Zelda next, since Todoroki wants something more fantastical 
and less reminiscent of real life... But then King Bosphorasshole 
Rhoam of Hyrule starts in on Zelda for not spending literally all of her 
time training for her destiny. Todoroki puts the controller down and 
stands up. 


Hanta twists to look up at him. “What’s up? Seemed like you were into 
it—” 


“| need to take a break,’ Todoroki says, quietly. “I'll try again 


tomorrow.” 


Todoroki has no interest in picking up where they left off in Zelda, 
though. 


“| stayed up and watched a video of someone else playing it instead,” 
he says, by way of explanation. 


“You didn’t want to play it yourself?” Hanta gestured with the 


controller. 


“| wanted to see what happened to her.” Todoroki sits down and takes 
the controller. “And it was faster this way.” 


“Whatever’s more fun for you, | guess. Still up for trying the others?” 
Hanta scrolls down the list on his phone. 


Todoroki nods. 


Something where the actual experience of playing the game is 

more valuable than just watching the story... Solving puzzles can be 
satisfying, and it’s not really worthwhile watching someone else do it. 
So maybe Yaoyorozu’s suggestion? 


But The Witness results in Todoroki’s eyes glazing over. He yawns. 


Hanta laughs. “Next?” 


“Next,” Todoroki agrees. 


Midoriya seems to have no concept of beginner-friendly games, and 
Hanta is pretty sure even he would be frustrated to the point of tears 
trying to play Cuphead — and he’s an experienced gamer. Todoroki 
gives it a fair shot, but shakes his head after dying a hundred or so 
times on the first level. 


They start on Amnesia, but it doesn’t take long before Todoroki emits a 
quiet sort of strangled hum (the equivalent of anyone else screaming 
in terror) and they agree to watch Tokoyami and Ojirou’s Twitch 
stream instead. Which, to be fair, turns out to be an enjoyable evening 
anyway, so it’s all good. 


Somehow, he 
really is having 
fun. Despite 

losing horribly 
avery mae 


Hanta winces as Todoroki comes in last for the umpteenth time in 
Mario Kart. Uraraka and Asui had even started to take pity on him, 
still winning against him but not letting themselves actually lap him. 
Bakugou has shown no such restraint. 


“We can try something else, dude, it’s okay,’ Hanta says, dropping a 
hand onto Todoroki’s shoulder. 


“Why?” Todoroki angles his face to look up at him from the couch. 
“This is fine.” 


Hanta blinks. “It’s...fine?” 

“Yes,’ Todoroki says. “I’m having fun.’ 

A few months ago, he’d never have thought that statement in such a 
flat tone could possibly be genuine, but this is Todoroki, and Hanta 
knows better, now. Somehow, he really is having fun. Despite losing 


horribly every time. 


“| know I’m not doing very well,” Todoroki continues, quietly. “I’m not 
an idiot.” 


Hanta shakes his head, shrugging. “Hey, man, as long as you’re 
enjoying yourself — that’s all that matters.” 


It kind of makes sense, actually. Being bad at Mario Kart doesn’t 
actually prevent someone from experiencing the whole game, unlike 


most of the others they’d tried. 
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The dorm is quiet as Hanta fumbles his way down the stairs. He really 
has to get better about staying hydrated during the day, because 
waking up thirsty in the middle of the night every night is probably not 
great for his sleep quality. He squints as he reaches the last landing 
before the common room. There’s flickering light on the walls — is 
someone else awake? 


Rubbing one eye, he shuffles out toward the TV area. The sound is 
muted, but Metal Mario is clearly drifting around a corner in Bowser’s 
Castle and does a flip as he boosts over a jump. 


Gaze drifting down, he spots the player, who is seated on the floor 
between the couch and television, leaning along with the direction of 
the vehicle on the screen. 


“ Todoroki?” 


Todoroki flinches, and turns to look up at him. Mario drives off a ledge 
and gets fished out by Lakitu. “Oh, Sero. Um, hi?’ 


Hanta shakes some of the fog out of his head. “What— Why are 
you playing Mario Kart at three in the morning?” He’s not entirely 
convinced this isn’t some bizarre dream. 

“It's that late? Shit.’ Todoroki runs a hand through his hair. 


Hanta blinks. “Uh, yeah? What's, uh, what’s up? Whatcha doing?” 


Todoroki sighs and leans back against the couch, head dropping back 
against the cushion. “Well— | mean, it seems kind of stupid, now.” 


Hanta scrubs a hand down his face. 
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“One sec.” He fills a couple of glasses of water and then rounds the 
couch and sits on the floor beside Todoroki, who takes the offered 
water. “I’m sure it’s not stupid, dude. What’s going on?” 


Todoroki’s gaze drops to the glass in his hands. “I liked playing earlier 
with the others, but...” He shrugs. “I’m not sure it was as much fun for 
them, since | didn’t really know what | was doing.” 

Aww. This dude. 

“So, you’re...what? Practicing?” Hanta stifles a yawn. 

Todoroki shrugs again, and it’s the most sheepish he’s ever looked. He 


unlocks his phone, tilting the screen for Hanta to see. “l’ve been trying 
to follow some of these tutorials...” 
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This dude. Hanta suppresses the smile that threatens to spread across 
his face — wouldn't want Todoroki to think he’s being laughed at, but 
it’s really just...adorable. What might be a hint of a blush — it’s hard to 
tell, with the lighting from just the TV — colors Todoroki’s cheekbones. 


“How’s that been going?” 

Todoroki hums a noncommittal noise. “Well enough, | think. I’ve gotten 
the hang of drifting. | can beat some of the ghost racers. But the 
fastest setting is...challenging. I’ve been stuck trying to get gold on this 
cup for, uh...hours, | guess.” 

Hanta glances back at the screen. Oh. Rainbow Road is after 
Bowser’s Castle. “My friend, | think everyone sucks at rainbow road at 
that speed. I’m pretty sure | fall off every other turn. Maybe more.” 


“Oh” Todoroki frowns. “So...” 


“So, it’s not just you.” Hanta lets himself grin, now, reaching for the 
other controller. “Let’s race?” 


Todoroki’s expression brightens — as much as it ever does, anyway, 
but that tiny smile speaks volumes if you know to look for it. “Sure.” 
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Whispered voices filter through to Hanta’s half-conscious mind. 


“Don't,” says one of the girls — Uraraka? Hagakure? — “You'll wake 
them up!” 


“But | need this selfie,’ whines a second voice. “Like, more than 
anything I’ve ever needed in my life.’ 


That’s Kaminari. What selfie? 

Hanta frowns slightly, closing his eyes more tightly and shifting in 
his would-be sleep. There’s something — someone?? — warm and 
solid under his cheek. He opens one eye a sliver, and then wider as 


Kirishima settles against his other side. 


“Dude, shh!” Kirishima says, voice soft. “| want in, too, but nobody’s 
getting a selfie with them if you're so loud.” 


Them? 


“Five more minutes,’ murmurs Todoroki from right next to Hanta, 


nestling closer, voice slurred and sleepy. 
Ah. They must have fallen asleep playing Mario Kart last night. 


“Are you guys making a cuddle pile without me?” Ashido’s voice calls 
from across the room. “No fair!” 


“How can it be unfair? You’re free to get over here whenever,” 
Kaminari calls back. 


“Take your selfie,’ Hanta grumbles. “And then I’m going to bed.” 


“Morning, Sero!” Kirishima grins at him from stupidly close. “Sleep 
well?” 


Kaminari holds his phone out for the selfie and Hanta sticks his tongue 


at 


out at it as he snaps the photo. 


Kirishima’s head is heavy on his shoulder, but it’s a nice sort of weight. 
Todoroki is still out cold, despite the mumbling from a minute ago. 
They hold the pose for a moment longer as Ashido slides in to lay 
across the laps of the four of them, and Kaminari takes a few more 
pictures. 


Hanta winces as he tries to shift positions once they’re done with the 
selfies. “Not particularly,’ he says, finally free to answer Kirishima’s 
question. “Shockingly, the common room floor isn’t the best for restful 
sleep.” 


Uraraka clicks the TV on from the couch. “Holy shit, Sero. Did Todoroki 
really beat you? Or were you going easy?” 


Their race results are still up: twenty-four random courses, no 
computer players, and Todoroki had come out just a little ahead of 
him by the end of it. 


Hanta chuckles, gaze shifting to the still-sleeping boy. “Nah, he won 
fair and square.” 


“We're going to have to have a rematch when he wakes up.” Uraraka 
raises her eyebrows and twists, looking toward the table. “Tsu, come 
look at this. Looks like we’ve got some real competition!” 


“Good morning, all,” Todoroki says, as if waking up in the common 
room with multiple friends cuddled up to him is the most normal thing 
in the world. “Uraraka, we can play after breakfast.” 


She's got that scary determined smile on, like from the Sports Festival. 
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“You're on!” 
“Me tool” Kirishima says, at the same time as Ashido’s “I’m in!” 
“Room for one more?” Midoriya asks, from the table. 


Kaminari sits up. “| can go get my Switch from my room — we can 
sync them up and have eight players.” 


Asui settles onto the couch. “All items, or just mushrooms?” 


Midoriya starts up, “With mushrooms only, you distill the race down to 
its purest form...’ 


Hanta catches Todoroki’s eye and gives him a small nod as Midoriya 
continues — amidst lida’s interjections — to itemize the pros and cons 
of including blue shells. Todoroki nods back. Looks like he’s all set to 
join in with the others. 


It sounds like a good time, really. Hanta yawns. He'll probably see if 


someone will let him swap in later. But for now — a nap. 


Tg ] 


@ fed _riot_o 


Erjendship from Scratch 
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“Can't you just jump and stick it up there, Tsuyu?” 


“| told you, it’s just Tsu, ribbit. And not to mention, it’s really cramped in 
here. I'll hit my head.” 


Momo heard the voices of her classmates bickering in the supply closet 
and stopped to poke her head in the doorway. “Are you guys okay in 


here? What's going on?” 


“Yaoyorozu! Thank goodness,’ Mina exclaimed. “We’re in need of a tall 


person!” 


Momo grinned, faux-embarrassed. “Oh, you flatter me, Mina!” she 
giggled. “What do | need to do?” 


“We gotta put this stuff on that shelf!” 


Momo looked up and frowned. “Hmm, | don’t know. | don’t think it’s 
safe for me to try,’ she said. 
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Mina sighed. “If only we had Ochako here. Her quirk would be super 


li?” 


helpfu 


“| doubt that,’ Tsu replied, bumping against some brooms behind them 
to allow yet another person in the already tight closet. 


Momo jumped. “Wait a minute,” she exclaimed and stepped out of the 
supply closet. She crouched down by the door, pulling down her sock 
from her knee to her ankle. 


Mina and Tsu looked out from the doorway. “Whatcha doing, 
Yaoyorozu?” Mina asked. 


The two of them could only see Momo silhouetted by a bright, white 
light for a brief moment and heard the sound of plastic dropping to the 
floor. When she turned to meet them, she held a step stool. 

“Would this help?” she asked. 


Tsu nodded. “Very much so. I’m surprised we didn’t have one already.’ 


“You're awesome, Yaoyorozu! Thanks a bunch!” Mina said, taking the 
stool and setting it up for Tsu. 


“Oh, it was nothing!” Momo waved them off. “Just glad | could help!” 


She bent down to pull up her sock when she felt a sudden chill, a sudden 
feeling of being watched, and froze. She glanced around, but the three 
of them seemed to be alone in the hallway. She leaned her head to 
look around the corner but Mina’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts. 


Momo hastily fixed her sock. “Huh? Sorry, what were you saying, Mina?” 
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“Just wanted to say thanks again! | owe you an extra drink at lunch 


tomorrow!” 

“O-oh, yeah, sure thing,” she mumbled. 

“See you later, ribbit.” 

“Don’t let me forget about that drink, ‘kay? Love youl” 


Tsu and Mina left. Momo took this opportunity to glance around the 
corner one more time, but just as she thought, it was empty. 


She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders. “C’mon, Momo, 
focus,” she muttered to herself, “Get a snack, and then it’s time to study.” 


Still, Momo watched the branching corridor out of the corner of her eye 
as she passed. Maybe it’s the hero training, but this new edge is both a 
blessing and a curse. There’s a constant challenge in deciding when to 
be suspicious and prepare for danger versus when to be relaxed and 
let your guard down. Unfortunately, this instinct isn’t something that can 
be taught in school. 


She passed the corridor and nothing happened. But that nagging gut- 
feeling was still there, bugging her. 


And that gut-feeling was right. 
Momo’s vision felt as if it went sideways. Her foot missed a step as she 


felt her arm being grabbed and pulled to the side. Then there was the 
sound of a door slamming shut and that was all she knew. 
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A nasally voice asked, “Err, you’re Yaoyorozu Momo, yes?” 


Momo looked down to see a pair of thick goggles staring intensely at 
her, waiting for an answer. She blinked back to reality. “Y-yes, | am,” she 
replied cautiously, automatically. 


“Excellent,” the girl said matter-of-factly, still very much “in her face” 
and seemingly ignoring Momo’s nervous state. “| hope you don’t mind 
that | pulled you aside for a bit.” 


Quite literally! Momo thought, only a little bemused. 


Tee 


“No, not at all.’ She tried to be polite as best she could, out of habit. 
The girl turned away from her, speaking over her shoulder as she 
grabbed a pen and a notepad. “I only have a few questions to ask you. 
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It'll take no time at al 


“Oh, um, sure.” Momo realized that she was still by the door and 
decided reluctantly to follow. “A-about what, exactly?” 


“Your quirk.” 


“M-my quirk? Wait a moment,’ Momo sputtered, “I’m sorry, | don’t 
mean to be rude, but who are you?” 


The girl looked up from her clipboard. “Oh! Where are my manners? 
Hatsume Mei, Support Department, Class 1-H. Nice to meet you. Have 
a seat.’ 


Momo nodded, murmured a quiet, “Nice to meet you,” and sat in the 
stool across from Mei. Mei leaned against a workbench and continued. 
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“Yaoyorozu Momo, Vice Representative for Class 1-A of the Hero 
Department, Top Rank in the class. Correct?” 


“Uh, yeah,” she replied, “Ah—” 


“Good. Now that we have introductions out of the way...” She stabbed a 
point on her clipboard with the tip of her pen. “Quirk name.” 


“O-oh, um, Creation? 


“Creation...” Mei repeated under her breath. “Can you describe your 
quirk to me?” 


“Yes, ah, | can materialize different objects from my body.’ 


“Fascinating. Your quirk seems to defy physics itself, creating matter 
when matter cannot be created nor destroyed.” 


“Oh, no, that’s not true actually. | use the fat from my own body.” 

“| see. So there’s a physical limitation. What can you create exactly?” 
Momo felt herself relax a bit, distracted by the discussion. “Almost 
anything inanimate, so long as | have enough lipids and exposed skin. 
If | make too much, I'll feel faint, so | need to eat quite a bit.” 

Mei nodded. “That’s perfect. This shouldn’t be too complicated then.” 
Before Momo could ask what she meant, Mei grabbed a manual off 


the workbench and placed it in front of Momo, flipped open to a page 
with various pictures of metal screws and other bolts. 


“Do you think you can make something like this?” 


Momo looked for a moment. “Which one?” she asked. 


“Any of them?’ 


Momo leaned closer to the page and nodded. “It seems simple enough,” 
she said and got to work. 


She looked at the first row of pictures and held out her hand. Mei 
watched intently as a bright, shimmering light appeared in her palm 
like miniature sunbeams. She couldn’t look too closely, but when the 
light disappeared, in its place was a tiny screw. 


Mei gasped and snatched the screw from her palm. She eyed it closely 
and then ran to her workbench. Momo could only watch her from 
behind as she tinkered and mumbled to herself. 


It was quiet for a moment until Mei suddenly shouted, “It works!” She 
spun back around, on the verge of cackling. “Can you do more? A lot 
more?” she asked. 


“Y-yes, | can!” she replied and leaned over the manual again. Mei 
watched intently as the same little metal screws spewed from her palm 


much like a fountain and exclaimed with glee. 


“This is just what | needed!” she said with delight, bending down to pick 
up the screws that fell around Momo’s legs. She gathered the rest into 
her palm and plopped them in a container on the bench. “Try another 
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one 


“Which one?” 
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Mei looked over the manual and pointed ata larger screw on a different 
page. “Try this one.’ 


Momo nodded and again held out her palm. The same light appeared 
and in its place was a handful of that same screw. Mei snatched it and 
turned back to her workbench. 


“| think | remember you now,’ Momo said, “I’m sorry | didn’t recognize 
you before, but you were in the Sports Festival with Midoriya, right?” 


“Uh, doesn’t ring a bell.’ 


“Um, let’s see...Green hair, freckles...His quirk has to do with super 
strength?” 


Mei paused for a moment. “Oh, right. | think | remember now,’ she said, 
and then returned to work. 


| guess she doesn’t care too much for making friends, Momo thought. 
But she didn’t feel comfortable with the silence so she asked, “What are 
you working on?” 


“Personal project,’ Mei replied simply. There was another moment 
of quiet but then she continued. “Normally the Support Department 
provides us with all of the supplies we need for our projects, so as long 
as the projects we’re making are for class. If it’s not in the curriculum, 


then we're responsible for obtaining the supplies ourselves.” 


“| see. But these are just screws, right? Couldn’t you buy them in a store 
or online? Or are these special?” 


Mei laughed. “These are in no way any special,” she explained. “l was 
just testing something.’ 


“Really?” 


“| heard someone in the Hero Department had the power to make 
objects.” 


Momo giggled. “| suppose that person was me.” 


“And what a useful person you are to have around! | might consider 
adding your name to the footnote of my report.” 


Gee, thanks. 


“If | had a way to make what | needed without having to go through 
hoops, I’d be unstoppable!” 


Oh, jeez. Momo nearly cringed at the thought. 


Mei paused and turned around. “Are you hungry?” she asked. 


“Huh? Oh, um, | suppose | was in the middle of getting a snack.” That is, 
before you pulled me aside! 


“What do you want? | can get it from the vending machine while you 


work on this next set” 


“Oh, you don't have to do that!” Momo waved her off. “I hardly burned 
a calorie!” 


“It's alright with me. My treat.’ 


“| can give you money,’ she said, reaching for her pockets. “I’ll take 
anything.’ 

“Sure, okay. Meanwhile, | need you to make these,’ she said, flipping 
the page and pointing at a row. “No number in particular. Just a bunch.’ 


“Got it! I’ll be quick.’ 


As Mei was leaving, she said over her shoulder, “Get started with that 
quirk, lab partner!” 


The door shut behind her and Momo was left alone in the classroom. 
Lab partner, huh? Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. 
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Funny Little Frog 


written by Franky e 
collab art by dex 


Tsuyu would say that she can get along with most everyone in class 
1A. 


She likes talking about novels with Ochako, reading fashion 
magazines with Hagakure and Mina, likes watching action movies 
with Midoriya and lida and Todoroki. Being in the dorm has also 
helped her get to know more about her other classmates and figure 
out how they tick. All except for one. 


Bakugou seems angry all the time, and, though he seems powerful 
and smart, he doesn’t do a good job of expressing his emotions. Tsuyu 
just cannot get a read on him, not that she has much opportunity. 

He spends most of his free time training or studying in his room. On 
occasion, she spots Kirishima or Kaminari dragging him around, but 
for the most part, it seems that Bakugou wants to be left alone. 


Which is why Tsuyu feels apprehensive about being assigned to bring 
him work when he is too sick to attend class one day. She doesn’t 
really understand why the class voted for her to do this, but she 
doesn’t care to complain about it, not when it’s a simple task. 


So at the end of the school day, Tsuyu heads back to the dorm, puts 
her things away in her room, then knocks on Bakugou’s dorm room 
door with his things tucked under her arm. When the door opens to 

a slit with a click, the first thing Tsuyu sees is two red eyes frowning at 
her. The rest of Bakugou’s face is covered with a black face mask. 
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“What,” Bakugou says. 
“| brought your homework. May | come in for a second?” 
Bakugou’s eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why.” 


“Aizawa-sensei had specific instructions for his assignment and he 
asked me to take a couple of minutes to explain it to you.” 


Tsuyu privately thinks that this is unnecessary since Bakugou is one 

of the smartest in the class. She kind of hopes that he'll refuse, but 
Bakugou waits another beat, eyes flicking up and down Tsuyu’s frame 
for the barest second, then stands aside to let her through. Tsuyu 
scoots through the threshold quickly before he changes his mind. 


She’s never been in his room before, but it is as she’d expected. The 
curtains are drawn, leaving the room shrouded in darkness, save 
for the blue light from the open laptop on the desk. There aren't any 
personal effects out, save for a clock radio over the bed and a few 
dumbbells stacked underneath the window. 


“Can | put stuff on your desk?” she asks, stepping into the middle of 
the room. 


Before Bakugou can get an answer out, he sneezes loudly into his 
face mask. He groans in disgust before turning to the corner near a 
wooden drawer where a tissue box is set. 

Tsuyu waits, watching, before he glances over his shoulder. 

“The desk is usually where homework goes,’ he says with a sniff. 
Something about the dry sarcasm irks Tsuyu, but she chooses not to 
say anything because Bakugou is talking through what sounds like a 
huge amount of snot. She starts putting things on his desk next to the 
laptop and spies an unlocked phone, which displays the name and 
album cover of a paused song; “Youth,” by Daughter. 


“Hm,’ Tsuyu says. 


“What?” 


“| just noticed the song you’re playing on your phone?” 


“Yeah. So?” Bakugou says, looking at her with his chin raised. She can 

only imagine the snarling mouth under his mask, can hear the way his 
breathing tightens up, sees his brows contort into something defensive 
and angry. “You wanna say something about my music?” 


The last thing Tsuyu wants is to start a fight with an already peeved 
Bakugou while they’re alone. She turns away from him calmly. 


“| actually love this song,” she says in the most mollifying voice she 
can manage. “If you like it, you might like this band called Belle and 
Sebastian.” 


Bakugou doesn’t say anything, but Tsuyu hears his breathing slowly 
return to normal. He eventually stalks over, puts his hands on the desk, 
and sifts through the things Tsuyu brought for him. 


“What do you have to explain to me?” he says. 


“Oh, right.” Tsuyu explains Aizawa’s complicated hero legislation chart 
for another two minutes before heading out. Once in the hallway, 

she hears the soft whisper of “Youth” drifting through the door before 
turning the corner to her room. 
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The next day, Bakugou is back in class, all signs of illness gone. When 
Tsuyu passes his seat in the morning, he doesn’t say anything to 
acknowledge their exchange the previous day, so Tsuyu thinks that’s 
the end of it. But at lunchtime, Tsuyu is chatting with Ochako when she 
gets a LINE notification on her phone. 


Unknown: hey 

Unknown: found a song for you 

Unknown: spotify.com/artist/belle-and-sebastian/album/the-life- 
pursuit/song/funny-little-frog 


Tsuyu: Who is this? 


Unknown: bakugou 

Tsuyu looks around the lunch room. She doesn’t see Bakugou sitting 
anywhere, which isn’t totally odd, but she finds it weird that he just 
doesn’t come out of whatever corner of the dorm he is having lunch 
at to talk to her. 

“You okay Tsu-chan?” Ochako says with a tilt of her head. 

“Yeah.’ 

She looks back down at her phone, eyes grazing the URL to the song 
that Bakugou sent her. Her eyebrows shift when she realizes it’s 
Belle and Sebastian. This can only mean that Bakugou Katsuki, King 
Explosion Murder himself, had actually bothered to look up the artist 
she recommended off-hand. Interesting. 


Tsuyu: How'd you get my LINE info? 


Bakugou: saved it from the beginning of the year 
Bakugou: when everyone gave out contact info 


Tsuyu: You saved everyone’s information? 
Bakugou: yes 

Tsuyu: Oh. Okay. 

Tsuyu: Looking at the link but, 


Tsuyu: you are not original Bakugou-kun >< 


Bakugou: well 
Bakugou: i’ll just go fuck myself then 


Tsuyu: Okay... 
Bakugou: its an expression kermit 


Tsuyu: Kermit? 
Tsuyu: -_- 


Bakugou: do you have more music recs 


Tsuyu rolls her eyes, but feels her indignation subside instantly at the 
question. It had not been her intention to get Bakugou to talk to her by 
saying anything about music, but here he was, asking her for more. 
She can feel Ochako staring at her as she continues to type on her 
phone. 


Tsuyu: Do you listen to Florence + The Machine? 


Bakugou: yea 
Bakugou: what else you got 


Tsuyu: What about Oh Wonder? 
Tsuyu: They have this song called “Drive” which is pretty. 


Bakugou: ok 


Tsuyu stares at the word, her index finger coming to rest on her chin 
as she realizes she is a little taken aback by Bakugou’s willingness to 
accept her suggestion again. He’s the one asking after all, and maybe 
it isn’t even the fact that he agrees so readily. The idea of Bakugou 
calmly listening to Daughter, Belle and Sebastian, Florence + The 
Machine, and Oh Wonder and enjoying it seems... improbable. 


“Who is that?” Ochako says, taking a sip of her miso soup. 


“Bakugou-kun. Sorry, one moment,’ 
Tsuyu adds, ignoring Ochako’s 
raised eyebrows. “I just gotta ask him 
something.’ 


“It’s okay! Take your time. Lunch break 
is almost over anyways.” Ochako 
shoots her a little smile before 
reaching into her bag and pulling out 
a book. 


Tsuyu: Do you like other kinds of 
music? 


o 
(oa) 


Bakugou: yes 
Bakugou: why 


Tsuyu: I’m just curious. 
Tsuyu: We don’t exactly talk outside of class, and | always thought you 
listened to death metal or something, more... loud. 


Bakugou: lol 
Bakugou: i listen to alotta stuff 


Tsuyu: Like? 


Bakugou: maybe i’ll clue you in if i like the wonder band 
Bakugou: gotta go now 
Bakugou: later kermit 


Tsuyu blinks at her phone for a second, a bit astonished at the kind- 
of-decent conversation she just had with Bakugou. Ochako only flicks 
her eyes up to Tsuyu once as she puts her phone down on the table 
and turns her attention back to her meal. Her food is lukewarm now, 
and Tsuyu considers the benefits of re-heating her miso soup in the 
microwave before going over the conversation in her head again. 


He said “lol? 
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Over the next few days, Bakugou ends up messaging Tsuyu for more 
music recommendations. He also continues to refuse telling 
her more of his music preferences and ignore her 
presence in class and training like usual. It seems 
to be about right to Tsuyu, though she is still 
Dg unsure about why he won't talk to her in 
person. There is a tiny part of Tsuyu 
that thinks she would take offense 
if she thought of Bakugou as a 
normal person. 


» (Ieee 
something in 
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to understand 


Then again, the fact that normal people like music makes Bakugou 
seem like almost a normal person. 


It’s not like she even wants to be best friends with Bakugou, but there’s 
something in her that really wants to understand him, even this weird 
little quirk of liking music that seemed beyond him. So when she spies 
Bakugou sitting on a bench outside the dorm with headphones in on 
their day off, she can’t help but slip out to confront him. 


It’s early, the sun halfway in the sky and casting a pleasant yellow 
light over Alliance Heights. The wind blows gently, rustling the hedges 
as she comes down and realizes that Bakugou has just come back 
from a run. His shoes are off, there’s an ice pack on both shins, and 
he’s drinking a protein shake while scrolling through something on his 
phone. 


Bakugou looks surprised when she stops in front of his bench. Tsuyu 
hadn't really prepared anything to say, so they stare in silence at each 
other. 


“What?” Bakugou scowls suddenly, turning his face away to look down 
the walkway. 


Tsuyu bristles at the clipped greeting. Part of her wants to believe that 
constantly messaging someone warrants her some kind of courtesy, 
but the other part is fully aware of who she’s talking to. 

“Good morning to you, too,” Tsuyu tries. “Have a good run?” 


“You need something? 


“No,’ she says, a little more annoyed now. “But you could turn down 
the attitude.’ 


Bakugou blinks, head slowly turning to face her. “Hah?” 


“| mean, you’ve been bugging me about music all week, so the least 
you could do is be polite.” 


Tsuyu can’t help but feel a little pleased at the way Bakugou’s eyes 
widen and his jaw slackens at this. He looks like he’s been slapped, 
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and when he doesn’t yell at her to leave him alone, she takes it as an 
invitation to try again. 


“So what are you listening to?” Tsuyu asks, not-too-genltly. 


She watches Bakugou shake his head a little, but almost instantly feels 
his gaze laser-focused on her again, like he’s deciding if this is worth 
the time. He apparently figures that it is, because after a few seconds, 
he unplugs his earbuds from his phone, and Tsuyu hears it — a tiny, 
joyful song emanating from the tinny speaker. 


You are my girl, and you don’t even know it 
am livin’ out the life of a poet 

lam the jester in the ancient court 

You’re the funny little frog in my throat 


Tsuyu can’t help the laugh that bubbles out of her throat. He’d just 
been running, so she’d had expected to hear rock music or old school 
hip hop — anything but that. When she sees Bakugou scowl and shift 
in his seat, Tsuyu does her best to reign it in. 


“So you actually liked ‘Funny Little Frog’?” she manages to eke out, 
shoulders still shaking slightly. “You weren't trying to mess with me?” 


Bakugou tips his chin up defiantly at her. “Maybe | was, but | can’t 
help it if a stupid little song grows on me.” 


“That’s true.” Tsuyu takes a seat on the floor in front of Bakugou. 
Though his words are still said in the same angry tone, she doesn’t 
feel the bite of them as much. “Daughter doesn’t really align with your 
personality, either,’ she adds. “It’s really mellow.’ 


“Hah?” 


“Don’t even deny it. Why do you listen to that stuff anyways?” Tsuyu 
says. “Not that it’s bad. I’m just wondering.’ 


Bakugou takes a swig of his protein shake and wipes the back of his 
mouth. 


“My mom.” When Tsuyu just blinks at him, he squirms, seemingly 
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frustrated with the idea of talking about this, but continues 
nonetheless. 


“When | was little, she... used to play stuff like that for me when | was 
sick. l’d be feverish and panicky, so she told me it would lower my 
heart rate to listen to slower music. And it worked. It would calm me 
down enough to sleep.” 


“So, when | visited you that day—” 

“Yeah, it was on because | was sick” 

“But you texted me for music when you weren't sick too.” 

“Ugh, Kermit,” Bakugou groans. “Fine, okay, I’m gonna tell you 
something, but you cannot tell anyone else, got it?” When Tsuyu nods, 


Bakugou takes a deep breath and stares at his shins. 


“So, the whole school knows | got problems controlling my emotions, 
right? So I’m trying to find ways to cope with it. The music helps.” 


Tsuyu feels her jaw tighten, perhaps because she doesn’t want her 
mouth to fall open in surprise. She wouldn’t have guessed that at alll, 
but it makes a lot of sense. Why Bakugou didn’t go to his closer friends 
for help is still a mystery to her however, but she doesn’t push it as she 
watches him shake his head and bury his face in his hands. 


“Kermit, | swear to god, if you tell anyone about this, |’ll—” 

“You'll kill me?” Tsuyu says, a smile creeping onto her face. 

“Smug bastard.” 

“| honestly don’t know why you’re so embarrassed,” she says, ignoring 
the weak insult. “It’s nice to know you're trying to do something about 
your temper.’ 

Bakugou eyes her again, brows furrowed. It’s like he’s waiting for a 
punchline almost, but Tsuyu just blinks at him. When she doesn’t say 


anything, Bakugou drains the rest of his shake before jabbing his 
phone at her. 
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“You got another song for me then?” he asks. Bakugou’s face is turned 
towards Tsuyu, but his eyes seem to be resolutely pointed at her 
shoes. 


Tsuyu feels her head shake slightly in exasperation at the demand, but 
she snatches the phone from his hands all the same. 


She wonders which band she can get Bakugou hooked on next. 
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Soothe The Soul 


written by leafy 
collab art by Shek ye 


The rescue of Eri from Overhaul brought Izuku a great many things: 
a new upper limit of One-for-All, newfound admiration for Togata, 
the knowledge that not everyone can be saved, a taste of the grief 
that will more than likely shadow his career as a hero, and most 
importantly, Eri herself. 


As far as Izuku is concerned, all the pain and grief he’s felt since that 
day, in remembrance of Sir Nighteye and of everything that was lost 
in the fight against Chisaki, is soothed gently by every tentative smile 
Eri manages to shine upon him and Togata. In the face of such a 
horrific past, it’s a miracle she can smile in the first place. 


Izuku knows, deep in his heart, that he isn’t the only person thankful 
that Eri is recovering from the hell she had to call a childhood, slowly 
but surely. These quiet moments, sitting in the common room like a 
makeshift family... Izuku hopes with his entire heart that it makes Eri 
as happy as it makes him. She deserves that warmth and more. 


It's why moments like these, in the common room on a Sunday with 
Eri and Togata, and Aiawa-sensei ‘supervising’— napping, but he 
definitely deserves the rest— hold such a special place in Izuku’s 
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heart. Because Izuku is an only child, and experiencing something like 
this, what he imagines to be the closest he’ll come to having siblings 
of his own, isn’t something he can take lightly. Togata, the closest 
thing Izuku has to an older brother, and Eri, his pseudo-younger 
sister. 


As Eri’s hand enters his line of sight, grasping shyly for a crayon next 
to his leg, Izuku nudges it closer to her with a tiny smile, and renews 
his focus on his own notebook as she resumes etching careful lines 
onto the paper. Togata, on the couch, has his own book— though 
Izuku highly doubts that he’s actually reading, based on the not- 
subtle glances he’s been throwing over to Eri every few minutes— and 
further away, he can hear Kirishima energetically talking to Amajiki, 
and Uraraka with Nejire. It’s a quiet day, especially for a Sunday with 
everyone on-campus, but Izuku wouldn't have it any other way. 


With a soft grunt, he closes his notebook and stretches. 


“What are you drawing, Eri-chan?” Eri, still intently focused on her 
drawing, scratches out a few more lines before she carefully sets the 
crayon down, and looks up. She fiddles with her sleeve before picking 
the paper up, and turning it around for Izuku to see. 


Oh. |Izuku takes in the wobbly, childish lines, the splashes of colour 
decorating the paper, the figure wearing what he recognises vaguely 
as his hero costume standing next to what is undoubtedly a shakily- 
drawn Lemillion. The care that went into the drawing is obvious— 
palpable, even— and Izuku’s heart grows a size for it when he 

notices the smallest drawing on the page, the pale hair and red eyes, 
standing between the two with linked hands. 


Swiftly, Izuku takes a swipe at his eye with his sleeve, and sets his 
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notebook down to lean a little closer to Eri. The relative quiet of the 
common area must be making her nervous, he realises belatedly, but 
much to his delight a small smile allays that fear. Togata leans closer. 


“I’m... drawing Deku-san, and Lemi- Lemillion-san, and they just beat 
the bad guys, and I’m... I’m helping them feel better, ‘cause Neji- 
Nejire-chan said hugs make everyone feel better.” 


Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. 


Izuku takes a breath and a moment to compose himself, trailing a 
finger outside the crayon lines, and grins widely. Togata bounces on 
the spot— and wow, for someone so powerful and frightening in a 
fight, he sure acts like a big kid outside of them— when he sees it. 


The rabble forms a shield from the silence, and Izuku is so glad for it 
because he knows from experience that the quiet is intimidating, and 
it makes sense for that to be especially true for Eri. 


“You’re a wonderful artist,” zuku mumbles, and pretends his heart 
isn’t squeezing as tightly as it is when Eri’s eyes begin to sparkle. “I like 
how you drew the clouds in the sky. They’re very pretty.” 


Eri smiles brightly, and something like pride shines in her eyes. Izuku 
hands the drawing back to her, careful to not smudge any lines, and 
watches Togata’s eyes grow wide in giddiness as he slips down from 
the couch, abandoning his book as he goes. Togata’s overly dramatic 
gasp as he takes in the picture in closer detail coaxes a small laugh 
out of Eri, too, and suddenly, this is one of those special moments that 
Izuku would stop at no lengths to protect yet again. 


Though, recently, the more time he spends with his pseudo-siblings, 
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the more common these moments are getting. They still haven't lost 
any of their thrill. 


“Those clouds do look super fluffy, don’t they Midoriya-kun?!” Togata 
enthuses— it makes Eri laugh again, soft and sweet like a windchime, 
and in the hopes of keeping her mood high, Izuku plays along with 
overly enthusiastic nodding. Togata’s smile grows. 
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“They do, Eri-chan 


At the twofold praise, Eri fiddles lightly with the corner of an 
abandoned piece of paper, cheeks tinged slightly red. If Izuku 

didn’t know otherwise, he wouldn’t have guessed her sordid past, 
because right now she looks like any other child, bashful from the 
overwhelming positivity aimed at her. But, then again, last time Izuku 
checked, that is what siblings are for. 


“Wh- what are you drawing, Deku-san? Can | see?” 


“Sure! I’m drawing a sketch of lida-kun’s hero costume, and I’m 
writing down a bunch of stuff about his Quirk so | understand how 
it works better. It’s boring stuff unless you're into it like | am, so don’t 
worry if it’s confusing. But are you done drawing for now?” 


Eri nods. Clumsily, she pushes herself upright, clutching her drawings 
to her chest like they’re made of spun glass, just as fragile and 
valuable. As soon as she’s upright, Togata is there to take her hand, 
leading her into the kitchen. 


Izuku stands up with a stretch, and firmly ignores the series of 
unpleasant cracks the movement brings after a morning of study 
and drawings. As he passes the couch, Izuku notices the cartoonish 
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post-it-note drawing Togata has left on his book. He snorts softly, 
but leaves the book where it is. Amajiki or Hadou will more than likely 
take care of that later, if Togata doesn’t pick it up first. 


“I'll be back in a second, Eri-chan, Togata-senpai, | just need to 
put this,” he holds up his notebook, “away, and I'll be right back 
afterward, okay?” 


Chipper as ever, Togata grins widely. “Sure thing, Midoriya-kun! 1’ll 
keep Eri-chan occupied, no problem. Right Eri-chan?” 


Eri blinks, but pats her papers down onto one of the kitchen chairs 
anyways, clambering up onto it with a hushed grunt of effort. 


“Vm thirsty...” 
“Not a problem!” 


The chatter briefly fades away as Izuku sprints through the dorms to 
put the notebook back into his room — using Full Cowl to speed up 
the process; thankfully, he doesn’t collide with lida on the way there 
or back — and he skids back into the common area after barely a 


minute. 


A few more people have left Height’s Alliance now, notably Todoroki 
and Kirishima, and it’s even quieter now. Enough that Izuku can 
hear Aizawa’s quiet snores from the couch behind him. If it weren't 
so unnerving, it would definitely be funny to hear his usually stoic, 
composed teacher openly snoring. 


Despite Aizawa’s cat-like sleep tendencies, the afternoon is relatively 
young, and Izuku has always been restless, so there’s no way on 
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Earth that he can sit around any longer. Izuku peeks outside, to the 
afternoon sun and the warm skies, and makes up his mind. 


“Do you want to go for a walk, Eri-chan? It isn’t gonna get dark for a 
while yet. | can carry you, if you want.” 


Togata perks up at the suggestion, even as Eri shakes her head. 
“| want to walk, Deku-san.” 


Izuku hums, deep in thought. Even if Eri wants to walk on her own, 
Izuku isn’t exactly about to make a walk less fun than it could be. It 
could just be his projections onto the almost-sibling bond he’s come 
to share with the duo, but there has to be something he can do to 
make a walk more engaging. Out of the blue, it hits him. 


“Do you w- do you want Togata-senpai and | to swing you? Like we 
did at the cultural festival? You liked that, right?” Eri nods, the motion 
hesitant and small, and Izuku smiles wide and fond. With a quickly 
scrawled note to Aizawa left on the coffee table as explanation, the 
trio ready themselves to leave. One of Eri’s hands slips into Izuku’s, 
and the other into Togata’s, and they step into the sun. 


The walk is quiet, peaceful. The breeze isn’t too harsh; it’s just enough 
to cool off the heat of the sun, and for all the pleasant hush across 

the campus, Izuku is even happier with how at-home Eri appears — 
she’s relaxed, and happy. And that’s a miracle in and of itself, and a 
blatant statement of her trust in Izuku and Togata, one that forces the 
weight on Izuku’s lungs to abate. That, even for not rescuing her when 
they first collided, Eri is safe and happy now. 


That’s all Izuku needs to worry about now. No matter how much 
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pain Chisaki wrought, it’s a soothing balm on that ache to see Eri 
recovering; to see Togata at peace even after having lost his Quirk in 
the fight. 


“It’s a bummer, for sure, but now we saved Eri-chan, and now | 
have you guys! |’d do it ten times over, you gotta stop overthinking 
it, Midoriya-kun!” Izuku jolts from his thoughts at Togata’s sunnily- 
spoken reprimand, and sheepish, he rubs at his neck. 


“S-sorry, Togata-senpai.” It’s then that he notices the thoughtful 
expression on Eri’s face, even as Izuku nods to Togata and they swing 
her. “Are you okay, Eri?” 


“The clouds are like my drawing, Deku-san,” she says softly. Izuku 
looks up. They do resemble Eri’s drawing, soft and fluffy-looking, 
dotted freely across the cerulean sky. 


“They really are! | told you you’re a good artist, Eri-chan.” Nervous, or 
perhaps doubtful, Eri’s gaze falls to the floor. Izuku swallows roughly. 
Before he can attempt any kind of reassurance whatsoever, Togata is 
already there with his familiar grin and happy-go-lucky attitude. 


“Midoriya-kun has a great eye for detail and he sucks at lying so he’s 
telling you the whole truth, no sweat!” 


Izuku huffs, faux-offended even as a smile wriggles onto his face 
despite his attempts to stop it. With a roll of his eyes and a slap of his 
spare hand to his chest — and another laugh from Eri — Izuku hums 
loudly. 


“Do you want me to draw with you again tomorrow, Eri-chan?” Izuku 
asks. Eri nods swiftly, enthusiastically. 
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“Y-yes, please...” 


Bouncing on the spot, Izuku is quick to add, “Togata-senpai, you can 
join us too after you finish your classes!” 


“| think that’s an amazing idea, isn’t it, Eri-chan! We can all draw 
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together! Oh, Midoriya — swing up!” Following the cue, Izuku brings 
his arm up at the same time as Togata, and the thrilled, loud laugh 
Eri lets out as she swings in their grip loosens the near-perpetual 


wedge of anxiety sitting in Izuku’s chest. 


It’s probably silly, but the notion of being able to share more time with 
Eri and Togata, even doing something as simple as drawing, makes 
the future seem that much brighter. 


1’m Never Alone 
(I ave You) 


written by ohmoka 
collab art by lemon 


“So, we've got ‘Killer Cabin VII: Revenge of the First Dead’ or ‘Four 
Funerals and a Blood Bath.’ Whatcha feelin’?” 


“Those both sound horrible.” Giggling, Uraraka settles beside 
Kirishima on his bed. 


‘Horrible’ is the point behind their weekly, covert movie nights. The 
only hard and fast rule they've set is that the movies they watch have 
to be terrible to the point of being laughable. More often than not, 
that means watching campy horror and cheesy rom-coms. Last week 
was a cringe-worthy romance fest. So tonight, guts are on the menu. 
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“Well, it’s those or ‘House of Gore.” Kirishima shrugs, pulling his laptop 
up onto his thighs. “But that one’s supposed to be so bad it’s not even 


funny.” 
“Um.” Uraraka swallows, wringing her hands together in her lap. “I 
don’t mean to be a bother, but do you mind if we watch something 


else today? Like maybe something a little less...dark?” 


“Of course not. Got something in mind?” 
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Kirishima couldn't care less about what they watch. He’s happy to 
spend time with Uraraka in any capacity. Her presence is comforting, 
and he’s content to goof around or do nothing at all, especially if 
that’s what she needs most. 


It’s not an intentionally kept secret that they’ve become best friends 
over the past several months. Rather, they haven’t bothered 
broadcasting it. Of course, Asui is Uraraka’s best gal pal, and 
Kirishima is all but glued to Bakugou’s side. Still, pretty much everyone 
in Class 1-A has friends outside of their main circles. They’ve been 
through a lot together, after all. A few unexpected friendships were 
bound to crop up. 


“How does ‘Better Best Man’ sound?” 


“Sheesh.” Kirishima snorts. “Sounds perfect — perfectly awful. Let’s do 
it!” 


“Thanks, Kiri.” A soft smile tugs at Uraraka’s lips, and she rests her 
head on his shoulder, watching as he pulls up their poison of choice in 


a new tab. 


“You good, man? Something bugging ya?” Kirishima doesn’t have 
time to premeditate his words. Checking on her is reflexive. If 
something is wrong, he wants to know, especially if it’s something he 
can help with. 


“Oh, | don’t know.” Uraraka puffs her cheeks. She lets her breath out 
slowly, her body sagging into Kirishima’s side. “It’s just that...today... 
ugh. | don’t know how to explain it.” 


“That’s okay. We don’t have to talk about it, but I’ game if you are.” 
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Kirishima smiles fondly at the top of her head. 


“Thanks, Kiri. You’re the best,” she mumbles, curling up into a more 
comfortable position. Reaching out, she hits play. 


As expected, ‘Better Best Man’ is a cliche-ridden fever dream, 
composed entirely of unhealthy relationships, unrealistic expectations, 
and a bevy of B-list actors, each more unnaturally pretty than the 
next. It’s a hoot and a half. 


“Can this even be called a love triangle anymore?” Uraraka snickers, 
nearly choking on a snort. Forty minutes into the movie, the plot is 
already horrifically messy. 


“| think it’s more of a love pentagon,” Kirishima supplies, counting out 
the love interests on his fingers. “‘Cause there’s the bride, the maid of 
honor, the groom’s sister, the college sweetheart, and...uh...” 


“The photographer! But wait, doesn’t that make it a love hexagon, 
then?” Uraraka doubles over with a wheeze, reaching out to slap the 
laptop’s space bar, effectively 
pausing the movie. Q A 2 
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“It makes it a mess. That’s what it 
does.” Kirishima relinquishes his 
grip on Uraraka’s arm and wipes 
away a tear. “Remind me where 
you found this one?” 


“Mina,” Uraraka chokes between 
laughs. 
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“| should’ve known. She has the best worst recs.” 
“Here’s the thing, though. She actually said this one was good.” 
“Ouch.” Kirishima shakes his head. 


He reaches out to restart the movie but hesitates, glancing back at 
Uraraka. Her eyes are bright, and she looks much less troubled than 
she did when she first entered his room. Before, her brow had been 
pinched as if she’d had a headache, and she’d seemed nervous, her 


voice wavering and shoulders tense. 


“Hey, um. About earlier...” Kirishima hesitates. He doesn’t want to 
bring up a potentially sore subject, but the thought that his friend 
might be suffering in silence is too much to bear. “Are you sure 
everything’s okay?” 


“Oh, that.” Uraraka frowns, receding in on herself. “Lately, I...l/ve been 
having...” 


Silently, Kirishima puts his hand on 
her knee. She grabs it, and he lets 
her, watching as she plays with 
his fingertips. The slight roughness 
of her finger pads feel like cat toe 
beans against his skin. A chuckle 
builds in his chest, but he holds it 
in for her sake. 


A frown tugs at Uraraka’s lips. 
Shaking her head, she starts over. 
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“Ever since the raid—” 

Kirishima knows the one. He was there too, after alll. 

“—|'ve had these...dreams about him.” Uraraka stills, as though any 
sudden movement might prove too much for her fragile heart. “About 
Sir Nighteye.” 

Silence thicker than autumn fog hangs over the pair. Kirishima 
debates opening his mouth, but he doesn’t know what to say. 


Uraraka saves him the trouble by continuing. 


“| know he didn’t die until later, but...sometimes, it feels like | could 
have done more. Like maybe if we were faster, he’d still be here.” 


“There wasn’t anything you could have done,” Kirishima counters. “We 
all did our best.” 


“That’s the worst part.” Uraraka sighs. “| know that, but | have a hard 
time accepting it, especially when | keep having dreams about it.” 


“| get them too — the dreams,” Kirishima says after a moment. 
Uraraka blinks and looks up to meet his gaze. 

“Sometimes about the raid. Sometimes about Kamino and...Bakugou. 
The forest that night. Not being able to do anything but feeling like | 
could have if | just tried harder, pushed harder.” 


Uraraka nods and drapes an arm over Kirishima in a half hug. 


They’ve been through too much together. 
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“But, you have to know, you did all that could be done. Just like | did.” 
Kirishima offers Uraraka a half-smile and hugs her back. “And that’s 
pretty manly — for the record.” 


This gets a laugh out of Uraraka, and Kirishima’s spirit lifts. The weight 
in the room rises. 


o...” Uraraka smiles. e love hexagon‘ 
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“Right.” Kirishima snorts. Already, they’re back to their old selves — or 
the illusion anyway. “I! really gotta know what this dude’s game plan 


ea 


is. There’s no way this ends wel 
Grinning, he hits play. 
Kirishima is right — mostly. Things don’t go well for the ‘Better Best 
Man’ ensemble. There are betrayals and tears aplenty. The wedding 
is called off, and someone’s mom tries to make a move on the groom. 
It's a mess more magnificent than any Kirishima and Uraraka have 
seen in a movie yet. 


But, shockingly, it ends well. 


“So, they really just talked it out?” Uraraka cants her head, tapping 
the corner of her mouth. 


“Sometimes, that’s all you need.” Kirishima shrugs. 


“Yeah, but that was...that was...” Uraraka throws her hands up in 
exasperation. 


“Kind of a joke?” 
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“Yeah!” 


They laugh. It was truly a ‘Mina’ movie in every sense: dramatic, over 
the top, silly, a touch raunchy, oddly heartwarming, and exactly what 
they needed. 


“Still,” Kirishima muses. “There’s something to be said for working 
through stuff with friends.” 


“I'd have to agree.” Uraraka smiles, resting her cheek on Kirishima’s 
chest. 


They watch the end credits roll in silence, neither quite ready to get 
up. It’s not until a trailer for a related movie autoplays that Uraraka 
pushes off of Kirishima and snaps the laptop shut. 


“Same time next week?” Kirishima flashes a shark-tooth grin, and 
Uraraka giggles. 


“Yeah.” She punches his arm gently and climbs off the bed. “And 
maybe |’ll be better prepared for Four Funerals and...uh... What was it 


again?” 


“A bloodbath.” Kirishima’s grin widens, his eyes sparkling despite the 
dimness of the room. 


“Right.” Uraraka grabs her jacket from Kirishima’s desk chair and pulls 
it on. “Next week, | will definitely be ready for ‘Four Funerals and a 


Bloodbath.” 


She turns as if to leave but stops, pivoting to look back at Kirishima. 
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“Hey, uh... Thank you.” A slight blush warms her characteristically pink 
cheeks. “That was really nice of you. What you did earlier, | mean. | 
appreciate it — a lot.” 


“Anything for a bro,” Kirishima says. “You don’t gotta thank me for 
that. | know you’d do the same.” 


It’s the truth. He knows it deep in his heart. Part of the reason he 
respects Uraraka so much is that she’s so sincere in her desire to 
help others. He’s always thought that about her but grew to believe it 
more after learning that she wants to be a hero to help her parents. 


Uraraka isn’t someone driven by promises of fame. She doesn’t even 
want the fortune, not really. Not for herself. She merely wants to help 
those that haven’t been able to help themselves. In this case, her 
parents. 


If Kirishima can return the favor by helping her, he’ll do what he cana 
million times over. It’s the least he can do. 


“Of course.” Uraraka smiles down at her feet, letting her hair hide 
her deepening blush. With a steadying breath, she looks back up, 
thrusting her arm out with a thumbs up. “l’ll do my best to check in on 


you too, Kirishima-kun.” 
A proud sob escapes Kirishima, and he clenches his fist. 


“That’s so manly! How did | get lucky enough to have a friend as 
thoughtful as you?” Sniffling, Kirishima wipes away a tear. 


“V’m the lucky one,” Uraraka corrects. “You've always been someone | 
could rely on, even before we got close.” 
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“Wah?” Kirishima wails, clambering out of his bed to lift Uraraka into a 
bearhug. 


She shrieks, and he spins her around, both laughing like fools. 


A loud crack echoes from the next room, followed by aggressive 
pounding on the wall. 


“SHUT THE HELL UP IN THERE!” Bakugou booms. “SOME OF US ARE 
TRYING TO SLEEP!” 


His theatrics do little. Kirishima 
and Uraraka only laugh harder. 
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and the universe (ard 
1 love you 


written by Starry 
collab art by caja 


It’s quite common to find people occupying space on couches past 
midnight in Heights Alliance, but Momo is not one of their usual 
residents. The horror of finals is still tight in her chest as she stumbles 
into the room, hands wrapped tightly around her forearms. She’s 
exhausted from studying for too long, and she wants to indulge in the 
presence of someone who will understand how she’s feeling. 


To her relief, a few friends and classmates are indeed sprawled 

on cushions. In their third year, they'd become so much closer and 
primarily used each other’s given names. With this in mind, Momo 
acknowledges her companions for the night, and calls out, “Hitoshi?” 


Hitoshi, sprawled with his legs thrown across |zuku’s lap, looks up 
and gives her a half-hearted wave. “You’re usually not part of the 
insomnia crew, but good to see you, Momo. What brings you down 
here?” 


“Yaomomo?” Mina, upside down on the other couch, effortlessly slides 


herself around and bounces up, tufts of curly pink hair curling around 
her headband as she grins. “Hey! Finals kicking your ass too?” 
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“Yes,” Momo admits, making her way to Mina’s couch to sit down. 
Izuku’s knee-deep in papers and a journal that’s crammed with 
Post-It notes, furiously scribbling out an essay. Hitoshi peers over his 
shoulder and snorts. “Although | studied for quite a while in Modern 
Literature, I’m hoping that my overall grades are still higher than both 
Katsuki’s and Tenya’s. | respect their dedication to being top of the 
class, but | have a reputation to maintain?’ 


“It be like that,” Hitoshi idly remarks from his side. “Hey, while we’re 
here, you wanna go on a McDonald’s run?” Mina gasps from her spot 
next to Momo and claps her hands together, turning to her friend. 
“McDonald’s run! We haven’t been on one in forever!” 


Momo’s feeling out of the loop. She usually likes to pride herself on 
going to bed early—although not as early as Katsuki, heaven forbid— 
and tends to miss what her night owl classmates experience on a 
daily basis. “..All of you go on McDonald’s runs?” 


“Yeah!” Mina cheers. She gets up to rest her chin in Izuku’s curly hair, 
grinning as she tries to run a hand through Hitoshi’s messy mane and 
the other boy smacks it away. “Depends on who’s up, but we usually 
get All Might to let us go with permission. It helps that Izuku’s his 
favorite and he’s pretty much always awake too.” 


Momo turns to Izuku, who’s still writing away in his journal. There’s a 
pause before Hitoshi pokes him in the cheek. “/zuku. McDonald’s run. 
You can study later. You’ve been at this for hours.” 


Mina pokes his other cheek, giggling as Izuku makes a sound like he’s 
rebooting. “Wh—Wait, what time is it? Did | miss something? | missed 
dinner again, didn’t |, but one of you would’ve texted me | think, or is it 
the next day and I’m missing something—" 
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“Izuku,” Hitoshi interrupts, full on laughing at this point, “it’s only been 
a few hours. Text your dad and tell him that we’re going on a food 

run so the gate lets us out. Momo, do you wanna come with us? We’re 
probably gonna chip in together and get a lot of food as always. 
You've got a fat-based Quirk, so you'll definitely be able to enjoy how 
much greasy food we get.’ 


Well... 


It’s been a while since dinner anyways, and Momo does want to 
spend time with her beloved friends. She doesn’t usually get to hang 
out with these particular classmates anyways; Mina’s keeping the 
Bakusquad in check, while Hitoshi deals with Denki and Izuku. The 
latter jumps around quite often but still stays in his own Dekusquad 
when groups are formed. 

“I'd love to go,” Momo answers, and gets rewarded when all three of 
them cheer. Mina goes to grab her shoes as Izuku’s fingers fly across 
his screen, frantically texting who Momo assumes is All Might himself. 
With their squad banded together, the four huddle close and make 
their way out of the dorm building, hurrying their way to the gate. 
There’s a buzz that sounds when they approach, and Mina bounces 
forward when it slides open. 


Momo follows close behind, a bit nervous being in this group. She 
wants to fit in with them, knowing that they live their lives so differently 
than she’s used to. They’ve all made leaps and bounds with their 
Quirks and how they interact with the class; Mina and Izuku are 
friends that the entire class loves to have, while Hitoshi has his own 
brand of charisma. Momo truly wishes she could have what they 
have. 
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“So how've you been?” Mina asks as Izuku lifts Hitoshi on his back, 
carrying him piggyback style. They start making their way down the 
hill and towards the town, pressed close together. “Have you started 
making any plans for when we graduate?” 


Momo does have a plan in mind, but she’s worried about how it'll 

be received. Will they think she’s better suited for some other role in 
heroics? “I think I’m going to start off as a sidekick under Fatgum,’ she 
says quietly, and gets startled when all three of them cheer loudly into 
the starry sky. 


“HELL YEAH MOMO!” Mina shouts, while Izuku pumps his fist up 
and nearly topples Hitoshi from his perch. “We’re so proud of you! 
That's incredible! Did he ask for you specifically, or did you get 


recommended?” 


“He asked for me specifically,’ Momo replies, a bit shyly, and Izuku 
immediately says, “That makes sense! Both of you have food-based 
Quirks, and you'll definitely both benefit from each other since Fatgum 
listens to his sidekicks, especially since you'll be working alongside 
Suneater! | think Eijirou’s headed there too, but |’ll have to ask him 


since I’m not sure if | wrote it down—” 


“Regardless, congratulations,” Hitoshi finishes. “That’s an awesome 
honor to have. Those villains won’t know what's gonna hit them. | bet 
you're gonna rise in the ranks quickly.’ 


“Oh she definitely will!” Mina says cheerfully as she slings an arm 


around Momo’s waist. “We'll be cheering you on, Yaomomo! You 
definitely deserve it!” 
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...Do |? 


She doesn’t voice these thoughts out loud, but instead gives them a 
small smile as they enter the still-open fast food restaurant. Hitoshi 
heads to the counter to order a large amount of cheap food while 
Momo goes to sit at a plastic booth with a somewhat sticky table. “It’s 
part of the charm,” Mina explains as Izuku nods solemnly. 


There’s a comfortable silence when their food is delivered on a tray; 
they all dig in and chat amicably with each other about how stressful 
their finals were and how they’re all coping with them. Mina boasts 
that the Bakusquad is forced to endure her makeovers, and Izuku 
bashfully rubs the back of his head when he recalls how Hitoshi and 
the rest of the Dekusquad have movie and video game marathons. 


Momo listens to them with a soft smile on her face, but there’s an 
ache that’s burrowing deep in her chest. She uncomfortably scratches 
at it until it’s too much of a void to go away, and the idea that she’s 

on the outskirts of it all makes her so aware and paranoid that these 
three genuinely don’t want her there. They only took pity on me 
because | looked horrible, | bet. 


“Are you alright?” Hitoshi asks, eyebrows furrowing as he looks 
concerned. “You’ve been awfully quiet, Momo. | know you’re usually 
asleep at this time, and I’m glad you’re with us, but is everything 
okay—” 


“| want what you all have!” Momo bursts out, setting her fries down. 
She stares down at plastic containers and greasy food, tears blurring 
her vision. “You guys are always looked up to with everything you 

do; Mina, you’re the party queen of this entire class. Izuku, you’re our 
analyst and one of the smartest people to hang out with. 
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Hitoshi, you work so hard and you're definitely incredible enough to 
be here. | just...| just don’t know if I’M good enough—” 


“Don’t you dare!” Izuku cries out. He frantically sets his drink down 

to gently grasp Momo’s hands, the rough scarring of his palms 
grounding Momo to reality. “Yaoyorozu Momo, you are one of the 
smartest and most terrifying people in this entire class. You’ve worked 
so hard to become a hero; don’t you know that you're being called 
one of the Big Three this year? You earned that, okay? | can give you 
my analysis book on your section, | know how much you’ve grown!” 


“It's true,” Mina adds as Hitoshi nods. “Yaomomo, you’re working your 
ass off! We’re so proud of you, y’know that right? Is it because you 
think you don’t belong in a group?” 


Momo nods, furiously scrubbing her eyes with a napkin that Izuku 
hands over. Of course her friends would be able to read her like a 
book. They’re all upcoming heroes, they have to be perceptive or it 
could cost them their lives. With her still-developing social skills, she’s 
still so nervous that she doesn’t fit in with her friends. 


But the people in front of her will understand. 


“| still don’t think | belong sometimes,” Hitoshi admits. “I know Izuku 
definitely thinks the same thing. Mina has her doubts that she can’t 
keep her friends together. You’re one of us, Yaomomo. You've always 
been a part of this group.” 


“Not just the girls,’ Mina chimes in again. “This is our own special 
crew now! The four of us together, got it? We love you! You’ve always 
been a part of this class, and we want you to know that you'll always 
be a part of us. Please remember that. We all love you so much, 
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Yaomomo’” 


Momo nods, face scrunching up as she does her best to take their 
words to heart. It’ll take a while, and she'll definitely have to work on 
it, but it’s progress. “Thank you,’ she breathes out, and the three gently 
take her in their arms and whisper reassuring messages in her ears. 


Lit by fluorescent lights and inhaling the greasy fumes of McDonald’s, 
Momo feels like she belongs with them, and relaxes in their hold. 


Even when they’re all busy with upcoming graduation, and Momo 
finds herself writing their Valedictorian speech for the well-known 
class 3-A, she still manages time with the other three. She gets 
tugged into movie marathons and plays video games while having 
sleepovers, and she’s having the time of her life. Momo laughs harder 
than she ever has, takes so many pictures, and finds a companion in 
Eijirou, who is indeed following her to Fatgum’s agency. 


The night before they graduate, Momo sits with her wonderful 

friends in the commons room again and watches fondly as Mina and 
Hitoshi get into a debate on whether or not the Bakusquad would 

do anything to disrupt the ceremony tomorrow. There’s lots of arm 
throwing and bets, and she used to press a hand to her mouth to stifle 
her laughter but she’s getting better at it. 


“You doing okay?” Izuku asks quietly, gently nudging her side from 
where he’s sitting next to her. Warm green eyes meet her own black, 
and Momo nods with far more confidence than she used to have. 
“lm happy you were able to hang out with us all those times, y’know. | 
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know how it is to try and fit in as best you can.” 


Yaoyorozu Momo knows she’s found a family in all of class 3-A, 
especially with her own groups, and smiles kindly at Izuku. “And now 
we’re all here together,’ she says with a gentle murmur, and Izuku 
grins and decides to place his own two cents into the discussion 
nearby. 


Tomorrow's going to be a long day, so Momo closes her eyes and 
leans against the cushion, quietly reciting the speech she wrote and 
planned so long ago in honor of her family. 
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Villian’ First Trip 
+o the Beach 


written by Starship-phoenjx 
Sensei’s defeat played on a loop behind his closed eyes, searing 
Tomura’s failure into his brain, branding it onto his soul, worse than 
any injury he’d received. 
If he’d been stronger, smarter, better... 
A gentle rap at the door ripped Tomura from his thoughts. His 
eyes flew open as he spun around in his chair. Kurogiri stood in his 
doorway, expressionless as always. 


“Come downstairs. | have something to tell you.” 


Tomura frowned. “Don’t tell me what to do.” A second too late he 
realized how childish he sounded and added, “/’m the one in charge.” 


Kurogiri didn’t argue. Tomura sighed and stood. He slipped Father 
into his hoodie pocket, then followed Kurogiri. 


“What is this?” Tomura asked upon seeing the roomful of casually 
clothed villains downstairs. They were supposed to be laying low. 
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“Lam concerned about you,” Kurogiri said. “We all are.” 


“Speak for yourself” Twice said. “l’ve been worried sick!” 


“So what, this is an intervention or something?” 


Dabi snorted from his spot in the furthest corner of the room, as if the 
others were contagious. Tomura gritted his teeth. 


“| believe it would be prudent for you to spend time with them,’ 
Kurogiri said, gesturing to the assorted criminals. “You shouldn’t be 
alone right now, and strong bonds will—” 


“It’s the power of friendship!” Toga interjected, eyes gleaming like the 
sharp edge of a knife. “Because we’re friends and friends help each 
other and you need some help, Tomura.” 


Friends? Tomura didn’t have friends. And he certainly wouldn’t be 
friends with any of these weirdos. Half of them were obsessed with 
Stain. 


But... Sensei was gone and these weirdos were all Tomura had. He 
had to suck it up and play with the cards he’d been dealt. 
“Alright, what did you want to show me?” 


Kurogiri didn’t answer, except to send a swirl of dark mist spinning 
around Tomura’s ankles. It expanded to cover the entire floor, and 


then he was falling. 


He landed in sand. The sun was impossibly bright. He hissed, shielding 
his eyes. 


44 


When his vision adjusted from the sharp contrast of their hideout’s 
dingy lighting, he was met with an expanse of blue, stretching so far 
that the line where it met the sky was invisible. The sound of waves 
crashing and seabirds shrieking completed the scene. 


Kurogiri had brought them to a beach. 


Another portal opened and a collection of junk dumped onto the 
sand. Or not junk, Tomura realized upon closer inspection. 


A folded umbrella, a few towels, some plastic buckets and shovels 
sized for a child’s hand, and three bottles of sunscreen. 


There went Tomura’s faint hope that this was a secret mission. 

“| will return when the beach closes, or if | see you on the news. Please 
try to behave yourselves.” Kurogiri swiveled his gaze to each villain 

in turn. “This is a team exercise, so no going off on your own. And 
Shigaraki...” 

Tomura clenched his fists. “What.” 


“Have fun? 


And then Kurogiri was gone, and Tomura was left alone on a beach 
with a half dozen villains and no plan. 


Toga squealed, pointing to a spot further down. “Look! There’s some 
cuties playing volleyball, can we play Tomura?” 


It turned out the beach wasn’t empty. There was indeed a volleyball 
net set up, a few shirtless guys hooting and hollering while their 
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girlfriends cheered them on, oblivious to the villains less than a 
hundred meters away. 


Tomura recalled Kurogiri’s instructions to “behave.” Killing them was 
probably not behaving. 


“Are you going to stab them?” Tomura asked. “We just got here.” 
“No! | promise! Please?” 


“| will accompany her,’ Mr. Compress said, shedding his outer layers 
and marbling them. 


“Me too!” Twice added. “Volleyball sucks!” 


“I'll go as well,” Magne said. “If Toga’s right and there are some cuties, 
| want a piece of the action.” 


Tomura bit his lip, considering. Did he really want to give them what 
they wanted so quickly? But they were looking to him for permission. 
They would follow his lead. Perhaps this was a good opportunity to 
secure their devotion to his cause. 


“Okay,” he said. 


her shoes and darted across the sand, Twice hot on her heels. 
“Wait for me! You’re so slow!” 


Mr. Compress shook his head almost fondly before following them. 


Magne laughed. “We'll make sure they’re careful, don’t worry.” 
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“I’m not worried,” Tomura insisted. 
Magne snorted. “Sure you aren’t.” 
Before he could retort, she was already on her way to join the others. 


“Ugh,” Dabi grunted from beside Tomura, glaring at the sand like it 
personally offended him. “I hate the beach. Do | have to stay?” 


“Yes.” If Tomura had to waste time at this dumb beach, so did Dabi. 


Dabi huffed. He grabbed two towels, slung them over his shoulder, 
then pulled the umbrella from the pile and jammed it angrily into the 
sand. He spread one towel beneath it and laid down, eyes closed, 
with the second towel covering him like a blanket. 


At a loss for what to do, and with the sun burning overhead, Tomura 
decided to join Dabi under the umbrella’s shade. He sat in the sand 
as far from Dabi as possible. 


“This is my umbrella,’ Dabi grumbled. “Get your own.’ 


“This is my League. If you have a problem you're free to sit 


somewhere else.” 

Dabi humphed but didn’t protest. 

Tomura idly scooped up a fistful of sand and dribbled it onto his bare 
feet, watching the grains trickle like a broken hourglass. He felt like he 


was forgetting something. Or someone. 


“Where’s Spinner?” 
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Dabi gestured vaguely behind him. Tomura turned to look. Spinner 
was splayed out shirtless like a dead starfish, soaking up the sun. 


“Fucking lizard,” Dabi said. “He plopped down the second we got 
here. Now stop talking. I’m tired.’ 


Tomura half wanted to keep talking just to push Dabi’s buttons, but 
he kept his mouth shut. He was tired too. He didn’t feel like arguing. 
He didn’t feel like doing anything except plan his revenge on All Might 
and everyone in the world who couldn't see the rot at the foundation 
of society. 


He watched the others being absolutely terrible at volleyball, listening 
to the sound of waves and Dabi lightly snoring. It was uncomfortably 
hot, so he took off his hoodie and laid it (and Father) gently on the 
ground. An inquisitive seagull approached and he threw sand at it. It 
flapped away with an indignant squawk. He watched the waves roll 
over the shore, again and again and again and— 


The beach was boring. There were so many other things, important 
things, he could be doing with his time. Why had Kurogiri brought him 
here? 


Tomura ran his fingers along the beach, feeling the contrast between 
the scorching sand that was exposed to the sun and the cooler sand 
beneath the surface. He dug his whole hand down and scooped sand 
over his bare feet. 


Anything he touched he destroyed. But not this. He couldn't decay 
something as small as sand. He wasn’t sure how he felt about 
that. While it was nice knowing there were a few things he couldn't 
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permanently ruin just by touching them, it was also a glaring 
weakness. 


Tomura patted down the pile of sand on his toes, then wiggled 
them. Cracks formed as the packed grains split apart. He smiled in 
satisfaction. 


He pulled his feet out, then created a bigger hill. He was about to 
smash it, imagining it was a hero’s face, when someone stood in front 
of the umbrella, blocking out the sun. 
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Toga pouted and turned to Tomura. “Tomuraaaaaaaaa. Why’re you 
guys being boring? We’re having fun!” 


Tomura hesitated. The others were playing some sort of game that 
involved sitting on each others’ shoulders and pushing the other pair 
over. It didn’t look remotely fun. 


“You should join them,” Dabi said. “It’s like...leveling up the party, 
right?” 


Tomura blinked at the unexpected gamer reference from Dabi. Then 
he narrowed his eyes. “You just want the shade to yourself.” 


Dabi cracked an eye open. “And you're deflecting. You scared of the 
water or something?” 


Tomura frowned, forgetting that Father wasn’t obscuring his 
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expression. A smile broke across Dabi’s face. 


“You don’t know how to swim, do you?” 


“Shut up,’ Tomura hissed. 


“Aww that’s okay Tomura!” Toga consoled. “We can do something 


else!” 


Before Tomura could protest that no, they could do whatever they 
wanted as long as they left him alone, the others had exited the 
water and were making their way to the umbrella, clothes dripping 


seawater. 

“Will they be joining us for the next round?” Magne asked. 

Toga shook her head sadly. “They can’t swim,’ 

Dabi sat up, glaring. “| never said | couldn’t swim. | just don’t want to. 
Do you know how bad saltwater is for my piercings? And how bad the 
sun is for my skin? And how bad sand is, in general?” 

“Maybe you should’ve thought of that before getting burnt!” Twice 
interjected, pointing to Dabi’s scars. Then solemnly, he added, “That 
must be rough, I’m so sorry.’ 

Dabi glowered. 

“So what now?” Mr. Compress asked, before Dabi could light Twice 


on fire. “I’m not young and spry like the rest of you. A more relaxing 
activity would be appreciated.” 


113 


“Let’s bury Dabi in sand!” 


“Let’s bury Toga in sand and then wait for the tide to come in and 
drown her,” Dabi shot back. 


Toga stuck her tongue out at Dabi. He flashed her the finger. 


“You guys are so loud,” Spinner said, rising from the Spinner-shaped 
indentation in the sand. “Can’t a guy get some rest?” 


“No,’ everyone said in unison. 


“What about a sand castle then?” Spinner suggested. “Kurogiri left us 
those buckets and shovels. Making things is relaxing.” 


Nobody objected, though Dabi did lay back down on his towel. 
Tomura had never made a sand castle before, but he learned fast, 
quickly taking over the operation. He delegated tasks and made sure 
everyone stayed on track, as several of them had very short attention 
spans. 


Two hours later, Tomura set down his bucket and stepped back, 
taking in the sight of the completed structure. It was a little lumpy and 
asymmetrical, but it was, undeniably, a castle. Everyone gathered 
around it. Even Dabi slunk out from beneath the umbrella. 


“It needs some finishing touches,” Dabi said, eyeing it curiously. He 
lifted a hand. The others scattered, recognizing the gesture. 


“What the hell?” Spinner shouted. “We worked so hard on it!” 


“Shut up,’ Dabi growled. “You’re gonna distract me.” 
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Dabi narrowed his eyes in concentration, took a deep breath, and 
then blinding blue fire washed over the castle. 


Tomura leapt back from the intense heat. Toga and Twice wailed in 
dismay. When the fire dissipated and Dabi’s arm flopped to his side, 
the sand castle was gone. 


In its place was a gleaming tower of twisted glass. 


“Ohhhh,’ Toga sighed, peeking out from behind Twice, who she’d used 
as a shield. “It’s beautiful.” 


Tomura wasn’t sure beautiful was the right word to describe the 
molten, misshapen mess. But the glass castle stood tall and imposing. 


A monument to something, Tomura wasn’t sure what. 


They all stared at the castle for a few minutes, watching it glow like an 
ember. As it cooled, the setting sun reflected off of it, scattering light 
like diamonds. 


Dabi looked far too pleased with himself for doing the least amount 
of work and only helping at the end. But he had helped. They all had. 
With minimal violence, too. Maybe Kurogiri was smarter than he 
looked. 


Kurogiri returned as the sun dipped below the horizon. He observed 
the gleaming castle with interest, then turned his gaze to the villains. 


His eyes narrowed. 


“Did none of you put on sunscreen?” 
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An awkward silence fell over the group as they examined their 
sunburnt bodies. The bottles of sunscreen lay forgotten in the sand. 


The silence was broken by the sound of screams. Shouts of 
“something bit me!” and “shark!” from the direction of the ocean. 
Tomura looked around. Someone was missing. “Did someone forget 
to keep an eye on Toga?” 


Toga resurfaced from the water, blood dripping down her chin. The 
civilians fled in panic. 


“| guess that’s our cue to make a hasty retreat,’ Mr. Compress said. 
Kurogiri nodded, opening a portal as Toga sprinted up the beach to 
join them. Everyone hastily gathered their belongings. Tomura pulled 
his hoodie over his head and felt the familiar weight of Father in the 
pocket. 


With a jolt, he realized he hadn’t thought about his family all day. He 
hadn't even thought of Sensei in the last few hours. 


“Wait, what should we do with the castle?” Magne asked before 
stepping through Kurogiri’s mist. “Just leave it? That thing is solid glass. 
No way we’re gonna be able to destroy it, and | don’t know about you, 
but | don’t want any heroes touching it.” 


Dabi turned to Tomura, a knowing smirk on his scarred lips. “Well, 
Boss?” 


Tomura smiled. 


He walked up to the glass castle and placed a palm on it. 
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Cracks raced outward as Decay consumed the structure. And then the 
glass castle shattered into thousands of tiny shards, returning to the 


sand from whence it came. 


Tomura couldn't decay sand, but he could decay glass. 


He couldn't destroy this hero saturated society alone, but maybe with 
this bunch of weirdos by his side, they could do it together. 
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written by Taq 
collab art by kaydew R. 


Sometimes Eri wakes up in the middle of the night. 


It hasn’t happened very much now that she’s living with Aizawa- 
sensei, but this isn’t the first time so the ceiling doesn’t scare her 
anymore when she opens her eyes. 


Eri wakes easily. 


It usually doesn’t take more than the sound of footsteps but she 
doesn’t hear any, just a soft sound that might be something from 
outside the window. Maybe there had been footsteps? She doesn’t 
know. Aizawa-sensei is a busy man and sometimes it’s hard to be 
quiet all the time. He’s already doing a lot to help her, she knows, so 
she doesn’t tell him. And it’s getting better anyway. 


Her throat feels a little scratchy, a little dry. She prods at it, hoping 
that the feeling will go away. But it doesn’t, so she sits up and reaches 
for the little bottle that’s on her nightstand. 


Aizawa-sensei had placed one there for her the night after she had 
woken him by dropping a plastic cup the very first time she had tried 
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to get water for herself. 


The cap twists easily and she gulps the cool water down, places the 
bottle back on the nightstand as gently as she can. She’s getting good 
at putting the bottle down with almost no sound. 


The moonlight shines into the room through the gap in the curtains. 


Eri realizes she needs to use the bathroom, slides off the bed and 
pads soundlessly to the door. She has a lot of experience making 
sure the knob doesn’t rattle and the hinge doesn’t creak, even if she 
knows she doesn’t ever need to do that again around Aizawa-sensei 
because Aizawa-sensei sleeps like the dead and nothing short of his 
incredibly loud alarm clock will wake him. 


She opens the door silently. 

No light shines from beneath Aizawa-sensei’s door but a figure sits 
on the couch in the living room, fists clenched, turned away from her. 
Their silhouette casts a shadow on the opposite wall from the dim 


moonlight. 


Eri’s hand goes to her mouth to hide the sound she knows she makes 
when she’s shocked, but it’s too late. 


The silhouette shifts and then the light comes on. 
“Eri-chan?” 


Oh. Eri’s hand slowly falls from her face. 


“Mirio-san.” 


\27 


He swipes at the wetness on his cheek with the back of a hand, then 
his signature grin is back in place even if it doesn’t reach his eyes. 

It frightens Eri a bit but this warmth is Mirio, she would know that from 
anywhere. 

“Hey,” he says, “just woke up?” 

She nods, eyes flicking to the bathroom. 


Mirio chuckles, “Well, don’t let me keep you.” 


Eri shuffles across the living room to the bathroom, has a hand on the 
door. 


“Aizawa-sensei...” her voice trails off. 


“He’s a little busy tonight,” Mirio says. “So I’m here! To keep you 
company.” 


Her eyes widen. Mirio doesn’t stay over often so Aizawa-sensei must 
really be busy tonight. 


Mirio smiles back at her. 
Then he waves a hand, cheekily grins. “I'll still be here when you come 


out from the bathroom, Eri-chan. Don’t you worry about me.” 


She blushes. 


Mirio is, indeed, still sitting there on the couch when she’s washed her 
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hands and closed the bathroom door behind her. 


Now that she’s more awake, she can see that his smile is a little more 
wobbly than it usually is. It makes her frown because this smile is not 


his normal smile. 


Eri likes Mirio’s usual smile because it lights up his whole face and it 
makes her want to smile too, now that she knows how. But this, this is 
different and she doesn’t like it. 


“What's wrong?” 


She shakes her head because nothing is wrong with her. 
“Eri-chan,” Mirio says quietly, “you can tell me anything.” 


She shakes her head again. She’s just being silly. And nothing’s wrong 
with her. 


“Would you prefer to wait up for Aizawa-sensei?” 


She looks back up at him, “Wait up?” 


“Yup,” Mirio smiles, “Aizawa-sensei said he’d be back at dawn. You 
can go back to sleep after he comes back. I’m sure he won’t mind too 


much.” 


“Oh,” Eri says. 


Mirio pats the couch next to him and she hops up. His smile is 
unwavering but it doesn’t quite crinkle the corners of his eyes the 
same way and Eri, well, Eri is afraid. Is it okay to ask? Aizawa-sensei 
had always said that questions are never bad, not here, not anymore, 
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but could this one be bad? 


“Eri-chan,” Mirio gently pats her on the head with that large, warm, 
gentle hand of his, “You’re thinking really loudly.” 


“I-| am?” 


He nods, “Yup! If you have a question, you should always ask it. 
There’s nothing to fear!” 


Eri chews on her bottom lip. Mirio has never been anything but 
kind to her and she really, really wants to know why he’s not happy 
because he’s always done so much to make her happy and it just 
doesn’t feel right. 


“Mirio-san,” she says quietly. 


“Yes?” His tone is gentle, encouraging. Mirio-san is truly a wonderful 
person, Eri thinks. 


“Are you,” she looks down at her own hands, “are you alright?” 
There is a short silence. Eri can hear the second-hand of the clock go 
tick, tick, tick, tick, can start to hear the pounding of her heart in her 


own ears. 


She’s done it now. She’s upset him. She just knows it. She shouldn't 
have asked. She— 


“I’m fine,” Mirio smiles the same not-really-a-smile back at her, “Why 
do you ask, Eri-chan?” 
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“Because your eyes,” she says before she can stop herself. “They’re 
not smiling with your face and it makes me sad.” 


Mirio looks stunned. 

Eri’s gaze falls back to her hands. 
“My eyes?” 

She nods. 


“They’re not,” he says slowly, haltingly, “they’re not smiling with my 
face?” 


She shakes her head. 

“It makes you sad?” 

She nods. 

“Oh,” says Mirio, then, “I’m sorry to make you sad, Eri-chan.” 
“No!” comes bursting out of her. “No!” 

His eyes widen. 


“| mean,” her hands go to her mouth. “I mean, you can be anything 
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you want to be, Mirio-san but | just, 
His eyes soften, a hand reaches over to pat hers gently. 


“| just want you to be happy too,” she mumbles even though it sounds 
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really stupid now that she’s 
saying it. “| just want Mirio-san 
to be happy too because you 
always try so hard to make me 


happy.” 

She hears the sharp intake of 
breath, watches with widened 
eyes as he turns away from her. 


“M-Mirio-san?” 


His shoulders are shaking and 


Eri at once recognizes the soft 
muted sniffs to be the same sound that woke her up. Oh. 


“| wasn’t going to cry,” he mutters. “But Eri-chan, you're, |—” 


She crawls over to him because he hasn’t turned back to face her yet 
and she doesn’t know why he’s crying, only that she made it start and 
she really wants it to stop because this is Mirio-san and she’s never 
seen him cry and it hurts. It really, really hurts when other people are 
hurt because of her. 


“Mirio-san.” She puts hands on his trembling shoulder. 


“I’m sorry, please don’t cry. I’m really sorry. | won’t do it again, | 
promise,” she says even though she doesn’t know what it is that she’s 
promising that she won’t do again just that she won't do it again if it 
will make this stop. “Just please don’t be sad. Please?” 


“Eri-chan.” He sweeps her into a hug and it is warm and shaky but it 
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calms her like it has always done. “Oh Eri-chan, I’m not sad.” 


“But you’re crying,” she says. And people cry when they’re sad, don’t 
they? 


“Not all tears are sad,” Mirio says, and she can hear the smile in his 
voice even if she can’t see his face. “I’m not sad. Not anymore.” 


“But you were sad.” 


“| was.” He gently loosens his grip and Eri takes a small step back, 
topples backwards onto the couch cushions. 


“Why?” 


He shrugs. “Because we met you and | knew there was something 
wrong but | couldn’t do anything about it. And you had to go back. 
And you were afraid. Because | wasn’t smart enough. Strong enough. 
Fast enough. ” 


“But it doesn’t matter,” Eri says, frowns, doesn’t see why it matters 
because Mirio-san saved her in the end, lost his powers to save her 
but still kept her safe and that’s so much more than anything she 
would ever want anyone to do for her. 

“It doesn’t?” 


“Because you saved me in the end.” 


“Ah,” he says, a soft, wondrous tone to his voice, “I guess you’re right, 
Eri-chan. | guess you’re right.” 


Before she can think too much, Mirio swipes a tear off dramatically, 
“See? All better now!” 


She giggles even if she doesn’t completely understand why. Maybe 
it’s because this silly Mirio-san with the real smile on his face is the 
Mirio-san whose smile makes her want to smile, whose joy makes her 
feel light. 


She giggles harder when he makes a show of wiping his face on the 
hem of his shirt. 
Then Mirio draws nearer to her, eyebrows wiggling. 


“Are you laughing at me?” 


“No,” she bites out between giggles at the exaggerated flourish that 
his head does. “No, no, no!” 


“Are you sure?” 


His eyes are twinkling with happiness and mischief and Eri feels 
unstoppable even if she doesn’t know why. There are a lot of things 
she still doesn’t know when she’s around Mirio-san and Aizawa- 
sensei and all the nice people here but for the first time, it’s not scary 
to not know. 


“Yes!” 


“Well,” Mirio says with a grin, “I think you’re not telling the whole truth 
right now, but | am too happy to care.” 


She sticks her tongue out at him like she’s seen him do to Aizawa- 


sensei. 


“You dare,” his hand goes to his mouth in shock though the lilt in his 


voice is pure mischief, “you dare use my tricks against me!” 


She crosses her eyes at him, pokes at her own cheeks, sticks her 
tongue out as far as it can go because she saw a picture once that 
looked like that and it looked really silly and she feels really silly right 
now, feels that it might now be alright to be really silly all the time. 
Mirio laughs even though tears come to his eyes. 


Shota knows that Eri wakes up at the lightest of sounds so he does his 
very best to tip-toe into the house, avoiding even the slightest squeak 
of that one floorboard that’s just a little too old. 

Long night, long mission, his eyes burn and all he wants to do is roll 
into his bed and sleep. 


He pauses in the living room as the first rays of the sunlight come 
creeping in through the windows. 


Toogata is stretched out on the couch, a thin blanket half-covering 
the leg that is not dangling off of the edge. Unsurprising. The third 
year has never actually managed to use a blanket properly and 
Shota’s long since given up trying to get him to use the sleeping bag 
instead of the fairly lumpy couch. 


But what catches his eye is the far smaller lump of a person just one 
seat cushion away, not curled up like he would think, but lying flat on 
her back, limbs stretched out like a star. 


Is— is Eri snoring? 


He silently shuffles a little closer. 

Yes. Definitely a snore. Imagine that. 

Then a low rumble from Toogata’s mouth. 

Right, Shota thinks. Toogata snores too. 

Eri shifts, probably disturbed by the nearby noise. 

Her hand brushes Toogata’s wrist and Shota stands there in the 


semi-darkness of his own living room waiting for them to inevitably 
wake at the sound and the contact, if only so he can properly bundle 


these wayward children off to proper beds. 


Toogata snores again. 


Eri sleeps on and Shota settles on fixing both blankets, gently tucks 
the soft material under a tiny, drooling chin. 
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If someone had asked Dabi nine years ago how he envisioned himself 
in the future, he would’ve laughed in their face. At the time, he hadn't 
thought there would be any future to speak of. Much less one where 
he was walking the straight and narrow in a reformed society devoid 
of heroes. Or one where the League was still attached at his hip like a 
particularly clingy pest. 


Life as a civilian is boring. Even between apartment hunting with 
Fuyumi and his ex-convict nuisances showing up at the parlor “for old 
time’s sake”, it’s far too mundane. How do people cope with minor 


annoyances without resorting to extreme violence? 


He supposes that most of them don’t share a shift with Shigaraki 
Tomura. That’s an unfair advantage. His ex-boss turned co-owner—a 
decision Dabi regrets every day—has been whining about customers 
all morning. 


“If | have to tattoo another ‘United States of Smash’ on someone’s ass 
I’m gonna become a villain again,” he grumbles under his breath, not 
even waiting for Kurogiri to finish ringing up his client first. Dabi shoots 
him a glare. One of these days he’s gonna send them out of business 
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with his lack of tact. 
Not that Dabi is much better. Good thing this isn’t about him. 


“It pays the bills, doesn’t it?” he drawls, purposefully not taking his eyes 
off his phone to annoy Shigaraki more. Success lies in the details. It’s 
not like Shigaraki can fire him. Hah. Take that. 


He almost considers telling him to leave early too—it’s a slow day 
anyway—but that would mean covering for him. There’s a reason why 
Dabi only sticks to doing piercings, despite being a decent artist. His 
twitter feed isn’t gonna scroll itself. 


“Do | know you from somewhere?” a voice pipes up as Dabi’s busy 
wrinkling his nose at one of Hawks’ selfies on his feed. A sepia filter? 
Who does that? 


It’s not until Sako elbows him roughly that he realizes the customer 
had been addressing him. He blinks and looks up slowly, making the 
mistake of meeting Toga’s eyes as he does. 


She’s slumped on the counter, expression all too knowing as she 
watches the scene play out. Flirt back, she mouths, trying and failing 
to be subtle and betraying herself with a girlish giggle. Trust her to 
enjoy Dabi’s anguish. 


“Nope,” Dabi tells them both, popping the ‘p’. His phone buzzes and 
he returns his attention to Hawks’ stupid selfie. He scrolls past it and 


sees a reply from the rabbit chick roasting him for using beauty filters. 


His lips quirk up. He taps like. 
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“Are you sure?” the customer continues, nonplussed by Dabi’s 
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disinterest. “You look really familiar. It must be the staples and scars. 


If that’s how people flirt nowadays, Dabi’s glad he looks like a 
reanimated corpse. Not that he’d date someone nostalgic enough 
for Old Age Heroes to tattoo that shit on their body, anyway. He has 


standards. “I’m sure?’ 


Shigaraki—the prick—laughs at him. 


“Come to think of it, all of you look familiar. Are you famous or 
something?” 


Dabi looks up, his body tensing. 


Oh, fuck no. 


He hopes the idiot won’t name-drop the League of Villains in 

the middle of the shop. It might be a slow day, but there are two 
teenagers on their phones eyeing Shigaraki’s portfolio at the other 
end of the room, and Dabi’s still on parole. He’d never hear the end of 
it with Natsuo if he ended up in Officer Ojiro’s office again. Their sister 
is really enjoying the family dinners. 


The guy snaps his fingers in recognition. “You were on You’re a lizard, 
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Harry’s channel 
“What?” Dabi says dumbly, mind still chasing the worst case scenario. 
“Ah, yes, that would be correct,” Kurogiri interjects, turning his head in 


Dabi’s direction. “You filmed that video about quirk prejudice, if I’m 


not mistaken” 


“To think that young Iguchi would become a heteromorphic rights 
activist!” Sako comments, shaking his head, and really, that’s a big 
word for an influencer. “Give this old man a break! You’re going to 


make me feel like a failure in comparison.” 


“You all know him?” the customer gushes. “Could you—could you ask 
him for an autograph?” 


Dabi doesn’t even hide his eye-roll. A hero fanboy and an unwitting 
supporter of an ex-criminal youtuber. Talk about a joke. 


He takes his lunch break early. 


Half an hour later, the parlor is blessedly empty of possible patrons, 
but containing an extra overgrown chicken. When Dabi re-emerges 
from the back of the shop, Hawks catches his eye and waves him 
over. Dabi begrudgingly obliges. He gets handed a pamphlet. 


“The heck is this?” he asks instead of reading it. 


The smile on Hawks’ face cannot be described as anything but 
patient. Dabi wants to smother him. “You said you were interested in 
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Criminal Justice, right? That’s a good schoo 
“| never asked you to do shit,’ Dabi counters without heat, because 


despite his “progress” in therapy, it’s still hard to accept help. Or to say 
thank you. Much more so to an ex-hero. 
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“You never mentioned being interested in pursuing a higher 
education,’ Kurogiri says. 


“lm not,’ Dabi lies. He has yet to light the piece of paper on fire, 
though, and that betrays him. He’s going soft with these assholes, isn’t 
he? Once, he would’ve singed their faces off for even trying to pry into 
his personal life. 


“Did he even get a degree?” Shigaraki wonders aloud as he busies 
himself cleaning up his tools. 


“Did you?” Dabi retorts, earning a middle finger back. 


“At least my little brother wasn’t picking me up from night school every 
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day. 
“No, the former Symbol of Equality just vouched for you when you had 
to take out a mortgage.” Dabi smirks. “How’s it feel to have Deku try to 
parent you?” 


Shigaraki throws a pen at him, but he does shut up. 


“| was thinking of going to college myself” Hawks confesses, 
scratching the back of his neck. “| don’t know about a major, though.” 


“Aw, getting tired of charity already? What happened to your 
dedication to the community?” Dabi mocks. 


Truthfully, once heroics had become akin to charity work and quirk 


regulation laws changed, hero schools had seen a drastic decrease in 
applicants. 
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When agencies and hero brands were abolished, and quirk licenses 
had become a better way to legally access public quirk use, most 
people had abandoned their dreams of glory. Most, except Hawks. 
He’d remained a hero even after the job description had changed so 
drastically. 


“| don’t mind helping people. It’s silly, right? Deku’s Reform is all | 
thought | wanted from my life. Crime rates are lower than they’ve 
ever been and | have more time on my hands that | know what to do 
with... Yet it still doesn’t feel right,” Hawks says with surprising honesty. 
He looks to the side, avoiding everyone's gazes. “What if—what if all 
along | was just... avoiding a choice?” 


A heavy silence follows his words, and Dabi regrets asking. At 
moments like this, when they’re all gathered together like some 
dysfunctional family, it’s easy to forget that none of them ever had 
their life together to begin with. 


“Talk about depressing,’ Sako jokes, dramatically touching his heart. 
“Take it from an old man, but it’s never too late to turn your life 


around” 


The heavy mood is shattered as soon as Toga jumps on Hawks’ back, 
draping herself all over him. 


“Hawksiee,’ she whines into his ear as he reflexively catches her. “We 
could be roomies! And have movie nights every day! Why didn’t you 


tell me?” 


“| don’t think Fashion would be my first choice.” 
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“Why not? You used to model, right? | could dress you up. You’d look 
so cute in pink. Will you let me try your makeup? Just once?” 


Hawks laughs good-naturedly. “| reckon I’ve had enough of people 
dolling me up, but thanks.” 


Toga gives him an exaggerated pout he can’t see, given how she’s still 
clinging to his back like a particularly aggressive koala. 


“Booo-ring. You’d be a better model than Tomura-kun. You can sit still, 
at least.” 


Shigaraki clicks his tongue, but doesn’t refute her claim. 

Dabi smirks, opening his mouth around a dry remark— 

“And you wouldn't twitch as much as Dabi-kun.” 

—that morphs right into a frown. 

That was one time, he almost snaps, but bites his tongue. She’d take 
it as a freebie to stab his eyes with eyeliner again. Once had been 
enough, and he'd only relented to make Fuyumi stop pestering him 


about the importance of supporting your friend’s passions. 


Dabi should’ve just set Toga and her stupidly dusty makeup palette on 
fire. Maybe even blocked Toga’s contact on his sister’s phone. 


“| bet no one ever tried to dress you up as a vampire,’ Toga continues. 


“You wouldn’t even need to file your talons! And fake fangs would look 
good on you.” 
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“Vampire?” Sako enquires, grabbing her attention. 


She climbs off her victim in order to bounce on the balls of her feet. 
“Yes! It’s for my photography elective!” 


“Wouldn't Dabi be a better candidate? He’s got the brooding down 
already,” Hawks attempts to deflect. 


“And the aesthetics,’ Shigaraki adds, like the hypocrite he is. 


“Keep going and you'll test your own immortality, assholes,’ Dabi 


warns. 


Kurogiri tuts in that annoying way of his that means Language, young 
man. Amazing how nearly two decades of babysitting Shigaraki and 
nearly as many of crime haven't yet corrupted his stubborn clinging to 


common decency. 


Hawks laughs. The sound’s so unexpected it makes all their heads turn 
to him, and he stops, but not before Toga has gathered his face in her 
hands like she’s studying an interesting specimen. He cowers self- 


consciously under her intense stare. 


“Hawksie,” she says seriously, “You’ve been in a bad place, | can tell. 
Even Jin-kun worried all your overthinking would make you split” Her 
expression softens. “But you won't, will you? ‘Cause you got us, even 
when life’s so hard you just wanna cut it up, right?” 


Hawks’ eyes fall to his feet. Slowly, he gives an unconvinced nod. 
Toga coos and lets him go. 


“That reminds me,’ Sako says, clapping his hands for attention. “Il had 
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you all come here to arrange a surprise party for Jin! No offence, but 
none of you ever pick up your phones.” 


“First, no alcohol. Second, not at my fucking place,” Shigaraki declares, 
at the same time as Dabi mumbles, “A party? But his birthday isn’t for 
another three months.’ They share a look, each silently amazed by the 
astral conjunction that manifested in their rare agreement. 


“| believe his latest case has been stressing him out,’ Kurogiri interjects. 
“He has grown attached to his client. A regrettable situation.’ 


Dabi isn’t surprised. Jin had always been a bleeding heart for all the 
sad little fuckers that had nowhere to fit and no one to trust. Those— 


... Like them. 

The realization hits him like a punch on his staples. 

The League— No, these morons— 

They’re all still sticking together because of their pasts, aren’t they? 
Not out of some weird nostalgia for their past of crimes, but because 
for all their oddities and bumps along the road, they’ve always had 
each other’s backs. 

Huh. Once he sees it, he can’t unsee it. It’s Toga checking up on Hawks 
in that clingy way of hers. It’s all of them saving up money from odd 
jobs to start this business, and Shigaraki agreeing to co-own it. 


It’s the pamphlet still in Dabi’s hands. 


Chatter resumes, and Dabi feels an heavy weight settle on his ribs. 
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It’s belonging, and Dabi regards the feeling like he’s seeing it for the 
first time. And maybe he is. 


Dabi can picture his therapist in his mind’s eye, clicking her pen with a 
smirk. Took you long enough, she’d say. 


Nine years, some in jail, others spent in a domestic, tedious routine 
with his siblings and coworkers, and it had never occurred to him— 
that the future he’s been dreading had been right beside him all 
along. 

That boring could mean safe. 


Dabi tucks the pamphlet safely in his jean pocket. Yeah. 


Maybe—maybe everything is gonna be alright, this time. 


BS 


